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Preface (序)

by Chi Haotian

To understand the great Way, one must first turn to history. History is a mirror; to know history is to gain wisdom.

The long history of human warfare is at once a river of history formed by an unbroken chain of wars, and a magnificent panorama painted from a boundless sea of battle cases — a crystallization of the blood, effort, and wisdom of countless heroes, radiating a light of wisdom that pierces through time and space. Only by standing on the coordinate system of history and examining war from that vantage point can one perceive and study everything in the military domain from a broad intellectual space, better grasp the guiding laws of military activity, and continuously improve one’s ability to master the wars of the future.

War history is the best teacher. The revolutionaries and military strategists of the older generation always placed great importance on the study of war history. Mao Zedong advocated “learning war through war,” and required that “detailed enumeration of battle cases” be used as an important means of raising the level of tactical thinking and the art of command. He himself paid close attention to gathering and understanding the experience of military struggle throughout history, and was skilled at analyzing and studying it — this was an important reason he was able to become a great strategist and commander. In his conversation with the American journalist Edgar Snow, he mentioned that in his youth he had read the biographical sketches of Napoleon, Peter the Great, Lincoln, and others in a book titled Biographies of World Heroes. Marshal Xu Xiangqian believed that “if the high- and mid-level commanders of our army do not understand or are not well versed in the various typical battle cases of China and the world, past and present, they cannot possibly grasp the laws and knowledge of war in depth and with proficiency, which will also be greatly disadvantageous to their command of operations in the future.” Marshal Ye Jianying likewise pointed out: “Studying war history and studying battle cases is the best way to study campaigns and tactics.”

Even when all under heaven is at peace, to forget war is to invite danger. In today’s world, traditional and non-traditional security threats affecting our country are intertwined; our armed forces are faced with the task of responding to a variety of security threats and carrying out diversified military tasks, which places new and higher demands on national defense and army building. And yet, compared with the armed forces of the United States, Russia, and other powers, our army has for a long time not experienced actual combat, and fewer and fewer commanders at every level have been tempered by real warfare. Under these circumstances, re-examining the experience of past wars and further analyzing typical battle cases from China and the world, past and present, has become one of the important channels for raising the competence and quality of our army’s high- and mid-level commanders.

In recent years, commanders at every level, researchers, and relevant departments have continuously strengthened the study of battle cases, and the results of this research have been substantial. In my leisure time, I too have leafed through a number of war histories and battle cases. Comrade Wang Hongguang, responding to the needs of our army’s high- and mid-level commanders in studying and researching battle cases, carefully selected 120 battle cases from world military history and compiled them into this work, Analyses of Classical Battles. The book has several distinct features. First, its scope is broad, and it strives to highlight representativeness: the battle cases selected are all renowned or extraordinary engagements, mostly the finest examples in the history of warfare, with far-reaching historical influence. Second, the historical materials are thoroughly collected, striving for objectivity: the author insists on studying historical sources from the standpoint, viewpoint, and method of Marxism, examining war from a historical perspective, dissecting battle cases with a dialectical eye, and striving to restore the true face of war history. Third, the book approaches its subject from the distinctive perspective of high- and mid-level commanders, and its commentary is comparatively profound, striving to bring out its instructive value: most of the analysis in the book reflects the author’s own insights, accounting for roughly half of the text, and strives to reveal the key factors that determine victory or defeat in war, to probe deeply into the strategy and tactics of both belligerents, and to compare and analyze the relative strengths and weaknesses of the two sides’ generals in strategy, planning, decision-making, and command. The incisiveness of this commentary is one of the highlights of the book. Fourth, the book combines text and illustration, striving to be accessible and readable: most of the maps in the book were specially drafted by professional cartographers based on the source material and the needs of its particular readership. The language throughout the book has a distinct character — the course of battle is described concisely, but no effort is spared in treating the key turning points and important details that determined the outcome of the war.

History flows on without end, and the great Way endures. In the present era, the new revolution in military affairs centered on information technology continues to advance, and the forms of war, modes of operation, and models for generating combat power are all undergoing profound change. This places new and higher demands on the military accomplishment and command ability of our army’s high- and mid-level commanders, who must include a large number of experts who thoroughly understand the laws of war and the building of the armed forces, and who must continually develop and innovate military theory and strategy and tactics. This is also the expectation that we of the older generation of soldiers hold for our high- and mid-level commanders. It is my hope that the high- and mid-level commanders of our army will extend their gaze toward both the past and the future, intensify their efforts to study and research battle cases, combine this with the new circumstances and new tasks of military struggle preparedness, kindle the spark of military innovation, and continuously raise the art of directing war.

On the occasion of the publication of Analyses of Classical Battles, I, as one of the older generation of soldiers who personally experienced war and guided the building of the armed forces and preparations for military struggle, sincerely hope that the high- and mid-level commanders of our army will continue to explore new ground, continue to produce new results, and make new contributions to the flourishing of military science.

Chi Haotian January 6, 2009






Foreword (前言)

Let Us Open the Historical Panorama of War

When I set the print-ready manuscript of this Analyses of Classical Battles, neat and squared, down on my desk, I finally let out a long, relieved breath. Watching the fruits of more than a year of hard work about to go to press, some of the questions I had pondered during the writing process replayed themselves in my mind once again…

I recall that four years ago, I attended a military science and technology lecture organized by the General Office of the Central Military Commission. After the expert’s presentation, Vice Chairman Guo Boxiong spoke extemporaneously, saying: “An excellent commander should carry in his mind several dozen, even a hundred or more, typical battle cases. This broadens one’s horizons, increases one’s indirect experience, widens one’s fund of knowledge, multiplies the points of reference one can draw on when thinking through a problem, and is of great benefit to sound decision-making and command.” I found myself deeply in agreement with Vice Chairman Guo’s remarks — they spoke straight to my heart and struck a strong chord in me. From that time on, I kept watching for and hoping that the relevant departments would publish a compilation of battle cases suited to the study and research needs of our army’s high- and mid-level commanders, but I never came across one. Then, by a chance encounter at the end of the year before last, I heard that Comrade Huang Baifu, former director of the Intelligence Department of the General Staff, had compiled a volume of battle cases. I hastened to find the book — it was titled Analyses of Typical Battle Cases, Ancient and Modern, Chinese and Foreign — and quickly read it through. It was a good book, containing sixty battle cases, each concise, well-crafted, and sharply focused. But I could not shake the feeling that there were too few cases and that each was too short — it left me somehow unsatisfied, as if my thirst had not been quenched. My longing for a new book grew with each passing day.

My fondness for battle cases goes back a long way. I remember that in the 1950s, when I was in primary school, the collections Prairie Fire (Xinghuo Liaoyuan) and Red Flag Fluttering (Hongqi Piaopiao) were published, each running to a dozen or more, even twenty-odd, volumes. Prairie Fire had a hard cover of deep purplish-red, its title inscribed by Chairman Mao — the four gilded characters “Xing Huo Liao Yuan” were bold and powerful, seeming to pierce through the very paper; Red Flag Fluttering bore its bright red title on heavy white book paper. Both works remain deeply etched in my memory to this day. For a boy born in New China and raised beneath the red flag, the stories and scenes of battle from those years of war could well be described, in today’s fashionable idiom, as “shocking” — so much so that, even after nearly half a century, many of the stories and episodes it contained, such as “Seizing the Luding Bridge by Force,” “Crossing the Qilian Mountains,” “Breaking Through Lazikou,” and “Crossing the Liupan Mountains,” are still engraved in the depths of my memory, absorbed into my very blood. In these memoirs, the older generation described the scenes of command in battle at the time — how to reconnoiter the enemy’s situation, how to survey the terrain, how to deploy forces, how to reach a resolute decision, how to fight the enemy bravely, how to handle perilous and critical situations, and how to find a way out from an apparently hopeless position! I do not know whether these true stories of combat count as “battle cases” in the formal sense, but their influence on me has lasted a lifetime. This was especially true after I followed in my father’s footsteps and enlisted in the army. At that time, serving as a platoon, company, and battalion commander at the grassroots level, when there were as yet no military academies to attend, I was nonetheless able, through the few training sessions for platoon and company commanders available in the unit and through self-study, to organize and command unit tactical exercises with complete fluency and confidence — something that owed no small debt to the quiet, formative influence of these “battle cases” that were not, strictly speaking, battle cases at all.

In the 1970s, when I served as a training staff officer at the regimental level, the troops at that time organized the study of the original works of Marx and Engels. Alongside studying works such as The Communist Manifesto, Critique of the Gotha Programme, Anti-Dühring, and Ludwig Feuerbach and the End of Classical German Philosophy, I also dug out The Military Writings of Marx and Engels from the regimental headquarters’ reference room, and in the process came across Clausewitz’s On War as well. As a young officer in my twenties, out of a keen interest in military affairs, I read these original works with great relish and enthusiasm. I recall that at that time a tank company organized a live-fire exercise and forgot to fit the fuzes to some of the shells. Only after the exercise was complete did they discover the leftover fuzes, and they immediately organized troops to go and dig up the unfuzed shells at the impact zone — only to find that every one of them had exploded. At the time, no one in the regiment, high or low, could puzzle out why. I suddenly recalled a military essay by Engels that described exactly this kind of phenomenon, so I found it and looked it up — and indeed, in the entry “Navy,” which he wrote for The New American Cyclopaedia in 1861, I found the following passage: a spherical shell tumbles unpredictably as it flies, so that when it strikes a warship’s iron armor its percussion fuze will not necessarily be facing forward — meaning that, in theory, it ought not to explode. Yet in reality it does explode, because the energy of the impact itself triggers the detonation of the shell. It turned out that our forefathers in Marxist military doctrine had already studied and expounded on this very phenomenon over a hundred years earlier, and had arrived at a scientific conclusion. This only deepened my interest in studying and researching battle cases.

In the 1980s and 1990s, while I was working at the General Staff Department, I personally listened to Vice Chairman of the Central Military Commission Chi Haotian recount the campaigns and battles of the War to Resist US Aggression and Aid Korea. At that time he had served as a battalion- and regiment-level commander in the 27th Army, and had taken part in the operations in the Changjin (Chosin) Reservoir sector on the eastern front during the Second Campaign, launched in the winter of 1950. At that time, our 9th Army Group, braving temperatures of more than 30 degrees below zero, had driven forward to encircle and block the US 7th Infantry Division and the 1st Marine Division. After succeeding in encircling and blocking them and annihilating part of the enemy force, the American troops, under the cover of their powerful air and naval gunfire support, withdrew and evacuated by sea from the port of Hungnam. Vice Chairman Chi said that, drawing on the experience of fighting the Nationalist army in the War of Liberation, one might have expected that the enemy could not escape — but the air and naval firepower of the American forces was something we had never before experienced, and it forcibly blasted a gap right through our encirclement, inflicting heavy casualties on our blocking forces. This vivid battle case, recounted so engagingly by Vice Chairman Chi, remains deeply engraved in my memory to this day!

A good battle case must not only restore the actual circumstances of the fighting as it happened, but — more importantly — must offer analysis grounded in rational thought. It must be evaluated in a fashion that seeks truth from facts, guided by the Marxist materialist conception of history and theory of knowledge. This reminds me of the piece A Critical Review of the Battle of Kinmen, written by Comrade Liu Yazhou, Deputy Political Commissar of the Air Force of the Central Military Commission. His analysis cuts like a blade — every stroke draws blood, every line is written in tears — and his reflections are so searing, so anguished, that one feels the pain, the grief, the weeping in every word! Such analysis of a battle case is like the thrust of a bayonet, piercing straight to the heart — unforgettable at a single reading, and etched forever into our memory!

A good battle case reflects the significant changes, at the time, in the form of war, the modes of operation, tactical means, and weapons and equipment, and reflects the way the material and technological foundation exerts a compelling influence on the superstructure of strategy and tactics. On this basis, we have included in this volume the Battle of Verdun, which reflects positional warfare of attrition; the Battle of the Somme, the first battle to make large-scale use of combat aircraft and tanks; and the German-Polish War, which opened the era of mechanized warfare with the first successful use of “blitzkrieg.” We have also included the Macedonian phalanx, invincible in ancient Western warfare, and the “wolfpack tactics” used in the Battle of the Atlantic during the Second World War, among others. These battle cases often carry the distinct imprint of their era, helping us grasp the transformation of the forms and modes of warfare.

A good battle case brings us into close acquaintance with a host of great commanders, as if we ourselves were present at these famous wars and battles. Alexander, Hannibal, Caesar, Napoleon — the “Four Great Captains” of Western military history — stand before you in these battle cases; the Mongol westward campaigns, the American Civil War, the Battle of Moscow… magnificent panoramas of war unfold before your eyes. Battle cases with which we were previously less familiar — such as the five great battles of the Chinese army’s frontal battlefield in the War of Resistance Against Japan, including the Battle of Xuzhou — can likewise now be understood and analyzed objectively. In short, these battle cases allow us to grasp history more truly, and to feel more deeply the truth of historical materialism.

A good battle case is often, in fact, a case of defeat. Losing a battle throws the situation into passivity, inflicts enormous casualties on the troops, and shatters morale — much as a person whose arms and legs have been broken carries the pain of the injury for a lifetime. In this book, I have deliberately included a number of cases of defeat, such as Napoleon’s Battle of Waterloo, the Nationalist army’s Battle of Taiyuan during the War of Resistance Against Japan, and the Winter War between the Soviet Union and Finland before the outbreak of the Second World War, among others. We all know that the Battle of Normandy achieved a victory that will be remembered forever in history, but far fewer people are probably aware of another, failed landing operation that took place less than two years before Normandy — the Dieppe Raid. This was an operation fought at the wrong time and in the wrong place, yet one that nevertheless had to be undertaken; its fate as a failure was sealed already at the planning stage. But it was precisely the failure of this operation that allowed the Normandy landings, less than two years later, to learn its lessons and accumulate experience, and thus to fight a battle “with confidence of success.” We have included the Dieppe operation in this book precisely so that readers may compare it against Normandy — one a defeat, the other a victory — and draw their own conclusions.

A good battle case must also attend to the key junctures and important details, rather than painting with broad strokes alone. This is especially true of battle cases at the strategic and campaign level, which tend to focus more on strategic planning and campaign dispositions, while often paying insufficient attention to the key junctures and details that, under specific circumstances and conditions, actually determine victory or defeat in war. We have made every effort to experiment further in this respect. For example, the Normandy airborne operations basically accomplished their intended missions largely because the airborne troops, operating in poor weather and at night, relied on a small toy that made a cricket-like clicking sound to communicate and rally scattered units — without which the troops could never have been gathered together at all, let alone gone on to fight.

The laws of military governance, the essentials of leading troops, and the arts of command are a shared heritage of humanity, transcending national borders and crossing the boundaries of time and space. Like other soldiers of my generation, I have come into contact with a vast sea of battle cases from China and the world, ancient and modern. Some remain stirring to this day; others, having been read too often, have faded into the ordinary. Yet as the years pass, those truly classic battle cases settle and endure; once the dust of history is brushed away, they appear all the more precious and rare. To open these battle cases is like passing through a tunnel in time to restore the battlefield of that moment — banners snapping in the wind, chariots and war-carts rumbling, the fires of battle blazing, the smoke of war billowing forth… These classic battle cases, forged and tempered in blood and fire, are sustained by the great talent and bold strategy of commanders and by the countless bleached bones of officers and men who fell on the battlefield; they are so many magnificent chapters in the history of human warfare. Humanity yearns for peace, and must inevitably abolish war. To abolish war through war, and to abolish military war through political war, may well both be options for humanity’s future. And to study and research battle cases is precisely to study and research war as a living, breathing reality. Napoleon himself once urged all those who wished to become successful generals that they should read and reread the accounts of the eighty-three campaigns of Alexander, Hannibal, Caesar, Gustavus [Adolphus], Eugene [of Savoy], and Frederick [the Great], and take them as their models. He said: “This is the only way to become a great general and to discover the secret of the art [of war].” For a modern soldier — especially for a high- or mid-level commander equipped with modern thinking and concepts — studying and researching battle cases is not merely a required course, but a form of self-cultivation and self-improvement: rising to a vantage point above the battle case itself, above war itself, to survey war history and war from on high, while at the same time delving deeply into the battle case and into war. By studying and researching battle cases as though placing oneself within them, one can, under the conditions of the present era, once again gain a profound understanding of the famous “three-part thesis” that Mao Zedong expounded in Strategic Problems of China’s Revolutionary War — namely, the laws of war, the laws of revolutionary war, and the laws of China’s revolutionary war — a set of problems that anyone who would guide war, guide revolutionary war, or guide China’s revolutionary war cannot but study and cannot but resolve.

The five-thousand-year history of human civilization is likewise a history of human warfare, over the course of which countless battles and wars, large and small, have taken place — no one has ever counted them all, nor could anyone possibly do so. The battle cases that may be called classic, throughout China and the world, past and present, number in the thousands upon thousands; to select from among them a hundred or so that represent the classic of the classics is a task of the greatest difficulty! My compilation team and I deliberated on this many times over: from what angle should we approach the material, and by what guiding principle should we select and organize it? Should it follow a chronological, year-by-year order, or be organized by region of the world? Should it be arranged by the scale and influence of the wars, or by the type of war (though even “type” itself cannot be scientifically defined)? Should the presentation be reference-style, or laid out in extended narrative form? Should each battle case be discussed and analyzed purely on its own terms, or should it be extended to draw lessons for the present day? Our thinking on these questions was hard to unify. In the course of these discussions, we kept returning to the original question — why are we publishing this book at all? Everyone agreed: the purpose was to provide our army’s high- and mid-level commanders with a convenient platform for studying and researching battle cases — a compilation of famous, classic battle cases from China and the world, past and present — so that when high- and mid-level commanders study and research battle cases, they need not scramble about in search of material, cobbling things together from scattered sources and wasting time simply choosing which cases to study, but can instead concentrate their energy on the substantive content they need to know and grasp. Once this was settled, the principle for selecting topics became self-evident: to make the material convenient for high- and mid-level commanders to read, so that their study would proceed smoothly and efficiently. Out of this came the structure the book now has: 120 battle cases in all, organized, in keeping with reading habits, into fifteen parts, beginning with Ancient Foreign Battle Cases. Each part is a collection of battle cases similar in type and content, forming an interconnected “block.” One can move by association from one battle case to another within a block without one’s train of thought being interrupted or having to jump about; and once a given block has been read through, one comes away with a fairly complete and comprehensive impression of that category of battle case, along with a fairly systematic sense of its experiences and lessons, making it easier to draw one’s own conclusions from it. On the matter of “lessons” or “insights”: we originally planned to append a stated “insight” to every single battle case. On further reflection, however, we recognized that every reader has a strong “individuality” of their own — different commanders, because of differences in personal experience, culture, temperament, and understanding, will draw different lessons from the very same battle case, and an insight supplied by the compilers can never substitute for the insight of the reader; indeed, it would only constrain the reader’s own imaginative space. We therefore decided to omit any stated “insight,” and to let readers’ own thinking soar freely across the sky of history.

The manuscript is now complete, and our writing team has likewise completed its task. Over the past year and more, I have come to know the young members of this team: Yao Jianjun (M.A.), Lu Hongya (postdoctoral researcher), Chen Xiaolong (M.A.), Zhou Xiaoguang (M.A.), Bao Zunchang (B.A.), Ding Guotang (M.A.), Jia Yifei (M.A.), Zhang Ming (M.A.), and Zhou Ruhong (M.A.). Under the leadership of Senior Colonel Lu Ping, Director of the Military Studies Office of the Military Region, they worked with tremendous energy and vigor. They came from the organs of the Military Region, from brigade and regiment headquarters, from grassroots companies, and from military academies; they are all young, all well educated, and all graduates of command academies, political academies, or engineering and technical institutes, most holding a master’s degree or higher, some being interdisciplinary talents in their own right. Every one of them has experience spanning from company-level service up through staff organs and academic institutions, and every one has the scholarly ability to have published a dozen or several dozen papers — some even monographs — in journals inside and outside the armed forces. They are full of spirit and brimming with energy; they are the sun at eight or nine in the morning, the future and the hope of our armed forces. These young people are truly remarkable — so young, and yet already possessed of such excellent education, experience, and ability; the younger generation is indeed a force to be reckoned with! I offer my blessing for the future of our armed forces: our army’s cause of modernization has worthy successors, and the future of our army will shine brighter still!

The Author January 2009
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Part One: Ancient Foreign Battle Cases




Chapter 1: The Greco-Persian Wars (492–449 BC)

The Greco-Persian Wars were a war in which the city-states of ancient Greece joined together to resist the invasion of the Persian Empire. The war as a whole was fought in several separate stages, lasting altogether 32 years, and ended in Persia’s defeat. The Greco-Persian Wars stand as a model of a group of small states banding together to defeat the onslaught of a great power, and are a classic instance, in the military history of the ancient West, of victory achieved by the few over the many and by the weak over the strong. Strategically, they exerted a profound influence on the development of Western military history and, indeed, the history of civilization itself — it was through this war that Greek civilization was able to flourish and shine. Tactically, the war gave rise to the famous Greek phalanx formation of the time, and thereby spurred the rapid development of Western Europe’s military capability.


I. Background to the War

(1) The Rise and Expansion of the Persian Empire Was the Principal Cause of the Greco-Persian Wars

Before the 7th century BC, the western part of the Iranian plateau was inhabited by the Medes, while the Mesopotamian plain along the Tigris and Euphrates rivers was home to the kingdoms of Assyria and Babylon. After the 7th century BC, the Medes grew powerful, and together with Babylon they conquered Assyria; they then went on to rule the Persians of the southern Iranian plateau.

In 553 BC, a tribal chieftain named Cyrus took advantage of internal turmoil among the Medes to lead the Persians in revolt; after three years of war he destroyed the Median kingdom and founded the Persian kingdom. Cyrus campaigned east and west, conquering and expanding: in 547 BC he subdued the kingdom of Lydia, and in 539 BC he destroyed the Neo-Babylonian Empire and the Phoenician kingdoms, subsequently bringing Palestine and Central Asia under his control as well. His son Cambyses, who succeeded him in 529 BC, conquered Egypt in 525 BC. By this point, Persian territory already extended east to the Indus River, west to the coast of Asia Minor, north to the Hindu Kush mountain range, and south to Egypt — making Persia a great slaveholding empire spanning the entire Near and Middle East.

In 522 BC, Darius I came to the throne. He continued to expand Persia’s territory, first marching east to conquer the region from the upper Indus to the Amu Darya, thereby turning the whole of the Indus valley into a defensive line against outside enemies; he then advanced further northeast, extending Persian control still further into Central Asia; after that he turned his forces westward and began Persian expansion into Europe. Around 514 BC, Darius I assembled a fleet of 300 ships and an army of 70,000 men, built a bridge across the strait near Kalchedon on the western shore of the Black Sea, crossed the Bosporus, and invaded the region north of the Danube along the Black Sea coast. The local inhabitants adopted a scorched-earth policy and mounted stubborn resistance, striking effectively with their cavalry and forcing the Persian army to retreat. Even so, the Persian army did not withdraw entirely — a force under the general Megabazus remained behind in Thrace, holding the northern shore of the Aegean and the region around the Black Sea straits. Afterward, Persia also compelled Macedon, in the north of the Greek peninsula, to submit as a vassal. At this point, Persia’s westward expansion had begun not only to encroach on Greek material interests and threaten Greek maritime trade routes, but had also drawn right up to the gateway of the Balkan Greeks.

(2) The Uprising of the Greek City of Miletus Directly Triggered the Outbreak of the Greco-Persian Wars

The distinctive geography of Greece — its scant flatland, its deeply indented coastline, and its scattering of islands — meant that both the Greek mainland and the islands of the Aegean had, between the 8th and 6th centuries BC, already come to be organized into several hundred city-states. These states were centered on individual cities and formed, together with their surrounding rural districts, economically self-sufficient units. For historical reasons, some of them were bound together by alliance, others stood in mutual hostility, and none of them was fully unified with the rest. As productive forces and commerce developed, the various city-states sent out colonists in all directions, continually establishing new colonies, so that the territory occupied by Greeks expanded considerably. To the east, great Greek city-states such as Miletus and Ephesus arose along the coast of Asia Minor; to the northeast, many Greek settlements likewise appeared along the southwestern shore of the Black Sea, on the shores of the Hellespont, and in Thrace. By the early 5th century BC, two city-states of greatest power had emerged on the Greek mainland itself: Sparta and Athens. Sparta was a land power, possessing a well-trained force of heavy infantry, and at its head stood the “Peloponnesian League.” Athens, by contrast, was a maritime commercial state, with especially well-developed handicrafts, shipbuilding, and seaborne trade; it maintained close ties not only with the coast of Asia Minor but with Thrace as well, and had turned the Black Sea coast into a market for its goods and a source of raw materials. Once the Persian Empire gained control of the passage into the Black Sea, it directly threatened Athens’s maritime lifeline.

In 500 BC, Miletus — the largest Greek city-state on the coast of Asia Minor — unable to bear Persian oppression any longer, rose in revolt against Persian rule. The other city-states of Asia Minor soon rallied in response, and everywhere movements arose to overthrow the puppet regimes Persia had installed. In the course of this struggle, sensing that their own strength was insufficient, the rebels sent envoys to the Greek mainland asking their respective mother cities for aid. At the time, Sparta and other city-states, citing the great distance involved and their inability to send help across the sea, declined to dispatch troops; only Athens and the city of Eretria on the island of Euboea agreed to assist, sending a combined force of 25 ships (20 from Athens) to Miletus. Although the forces of Miletus and the other rebel cities were modest, the situation at first developed rather favorably, and at one point they even succeeded in capturing Sardis, the center of Persian rule in Asia Minor. The fall of Sardis drew the close attention of the Persian central government, and Darius dispatched a large army to suppress the revolt. Because the rebel forces lacked unified command, they were crushed under the might of the Persian Empire, and in 495 BC, after holding out under siege for more than a year, Miletus finally fell; the revolts of the other cities were likewise suppressed one after another. Persia had long harbored ambitions of pushing its conquests west into the Greek mainland, and now, using Athens’s and Eretria’s support for Miletus as a pretext, launched its war against Greece.



II. The Course of the War

The Greco-Persian Wars as a whole may be divided into two phases. In the first phase, Persia took the offensive but suffered repeated failures; in the second phase, the Greeks went over to the counteroffensive and won final victory. Throughout the course of the war, complex diplomatic struggles and alliance warfare ran side by side with a series of famous land and naval battles, and the relations among the various states underwent profound change.

(1) 492–479 BC: Persia’s Strategic Offensives, Repeatedly Repulsed

In the first phase of the war, Persia mounted three expeditions against Greece in great strength, yet each ended in disastrous defeat; the Greek city-states rose together in self-defense, joined forces to resist, and succeeded in repelling the Persian invasion, thereby fundamentally reversing the course of the war.

1. Persia’s First Expedition: Halted Midway

In 492 BC, Darius I appointed his son-in-law Mardonius as commander-in-chief and sent a huge combined land and naval force forward simultaneously. Just how large this force actually was, history does not record. The plan called for the army to play the main role, advancing by a roundabout land route, while the fleet moved along the coast in support, first subjugating Thrace and Macedon before driving south from northern Greece against Athens.

That summer, Mardonius set out with his great army, crossed the Hellespont (today’s Dardanelles) without difficulty, and along the way continued to subdue various Greek colonies near the coast. However, owing to the agitation and organizing efforts of Athens and other city-states, the Persian army’s advance did not go as smoothly as hoped; the deeper it penetrated into foreign territory, the fiercer the resistance of the local inhabitants became. Once the army entered Thrace, the fighting grew still more frequent, and every city it seized cost it dearly. Because the fleet’s progress was slow, the army’s supply lines were often disrupted, causing its advance to stall and its morale to sag. After a long, laborious campaign of subjugation, the Persian army finally, with great difficulty, drew near the border of Macedon. But then, in an unexpected encounter, the commander Mardonius himself was severely wounded. At the same time, the Persian fleet, which had been creeping slowly along the coast, had no sooner managed to occupy the island of Thasos than, on its way further west, it was struck by a violent storm off Cape Athos, and the greater part of the fleet was wrecked. According to the record, more than 300 ships sank beneath the waves, and more than 20,000 sailors and marines lost their lives.

With the fleet destroyed, the army had lost not only its support from the sea but also an important source of resupply, and so it withdrew back to Asia. Although Mardonius declared that Persia had taken possession of all the territory the army had reached, this expedition was, without question, a failure.

2. Persia’s Second Expedition: Ended in Defeat at the Battle of Marathon

Darius I did not take the failure of the first expedition to heart. He attributed the failure to circumstance, and at once set about making preparations on a still larger and more thorough scale, drawing up a plan to invade Greece directly by sea. In 491 BC, Darius ordered active preparations for war. To carry out his intention of invading Greece from the sea, he mobilized troops on a massive scale, intensified military training, and assigned specialists to design and rapidly build a large number of ships specially fitted to carry horses. He also changed his diplomatic strategy, sending large numbers of envoys to the various Greek city-states to spread propaganda intended to divide the Greeks and prevent them from uniting against him. These envoys, however, adopted an arrogant and overbearing manner, demanding “earth and water” from each city — nominally to strengthen “friendly cooperation,” but in reality to force the cities into submission and tribute. Cowed by Persian might, many mainland cities and the islands visited by the Persian envoys promptly offered up “earth and water” as tokens of submission. But some of the greater Greek city-states, Athens and Sparta above all, offered firm resistance. The Athenians threw the Persian envoys from a high cliff into a chasm; the Spartans marched their envoys to the edge of a well and, pointing at the water, told them, “Here is earth and water enough — help yourselves!” — and with that, threw them down into the well. News of the execution of his envoys enraged the Persian king greatly, and using this as a pretext he resolved to march on Greece at the earliest opportunity.

In 490 BC, Darius appointed the naval commander Datis and his own nephew Artaphernes as joint commanders, and sent an army of 50,000 men (including 10,000 cavalry and more than 600 warships) on a second expedition against Greece. Their plan was for the great army to cross the sea together and then split into two columns: one would attack the weaker city of Eretria, putting it to fire and slaughter so as to spread terror and, they hoped, so shake the Greeks psychologically that they would surrender “without a fight”; the other would land at Marathon, some 40 kilometers east of Athens, thereby posing a direct threat to the city — the intent being to lure the Athenian army out of the city to give battle in the open field, so that the opposition faction within Athens could seize the opportunity to take power, after which the two Persian forces could combine to annihilate the Athenian army once and for all. With everything in readiness, the Persian force set sail from its assembly point on the island of Samos, crossed the Aegean, passed by way of Icaria, then turned northwest and made straight for the island of Euboea. In September, as the fleet approached Euboea, it split into two columns exactly as planned: one, under Artaphernes, went directly to besiege Eretria; the other, under Datis, landed on the eastern coast of Attica at Marathon.

Upon receiving word of Eretria’s urgent appeal for help, Athens immediately mobilized its entire citizen body, even enrolling some of its slaves into the army, and quickly assembled a force numbering in the tens of thousands, commanded by the army commander Callimachus together with the celebrated general Miltiades and others, and marched resolutely north to relieve Eretria. But the Athenian army had not gone far on its march north when it learned that the Persian force under Datis (roughly 15,000 cavalry and infantry combined) had already landed successfully at Marathon. On learning of this, Callimachus made an immediate and decisive decision: he ordered the army to halt its advance, detached 4,000 men to continue north in support of Eretria, and personally led the remainder of the force northeast toward Marathon. Given the gravity of the situation, a special “long-distance runner,” Pheidippides, was dispatched to run to Sparta to request urgent reinforcements. Pheidippides covered 240 kilometers in 48 hours, arriving at Sparta on September 9. Although the Spartans agreed in principle to send aid, they declared that they could not break with religious custom, and that they would have to wait until after the religious festival on the night of September 19 before they could send troops.

The Plain of Marathon is crescent-shaped (nine kilometers long, roughly three kilometers across at its widest point), lying on the shore of the Aegean and enclosed on the landward side by hills. After landing, the Persians began building, as planned, an enormous fortified camp on the plain; their warships packed the crescent-shaped bay so densely as to leave no room to spare, while transport vessels continued to shuttle back and forth across the Aegean, bringing in men, equipment, and supplies. They were in no hurry to attack the Athenian force — partly because they were waiting to see how the fighting at Eretria developed and whether an uprising might break out within Athens itself, and partly because they wanted to give more time for further Persian reinforcements to be brought over from Asia Minor. Once the Athenian army reached Marathon, it immediately seized the high ground, fortified its position, and blocked the roads leading to Athens, quickly putting itself in a favorable defensive position against which the Persians would find it difficult to advance. They set up camp on a hill close to the plain of Marathon itself, from which they could look down over the whole plain and observe the Persians’ every movement. They too were waiting for reinforcements, and so were in no hurry to attack. During this period of confrontation, the city of Plataea sent 1,000 heavily armed infantry to help the Athenians; Athenian slaves likewise took up arms and joined the free citizens in the ranks. On the ninth day of the standoff at Marathon, Artaphernes, having taken Eretria, led his force by sea around the coast toward Athens itself, hoping to coordinate with an uprising there. The Athenian commander Callimachus at once convened a council of war, at which the ten tribal generals expressed sharply differing views. Miltiades argued for an immediate attack; the council divided four in favor and five opposed, so that in the end the decision had to be left to the commander himself. Callimachus reasoned that if the army did not move quickly against the Persians, the opposition faction within Athens might well take advantage of the city’s undefended state to seize power; moreover, once the two Persian forces joined together, Athens’s prospects of victory would grow ever more remote. He therefore decided to attack the Persians at once.

On September 21, 490 BC, the Greek allied army, under Miltiades’s command, was the first to take up its battle formation. Miltiades, well versed in Persian methods of fighting, and mindful of the Persians’ habitual reliance on a central breakthrough when fighting on open ground, decided to adopt tactics of “frontal skirmishing combined with a double envelopment on the wings”: he deployed his strongest, most heavily armed troops in two columns of about half the total line’s length on the two wings, each eight ranks deep; in the center of the line, he placed weaker forces only four ranks deep. The plan was for the center to take the initiative and advance first, drawing the enemy into a counterattack, then to give ground fighting so as to lure the Persians deep into a trap; once the enemy had advanced far enough, the two heavily reinforced wings would launch a counterattack and annihilate them at a single stroke. On seeing that the Athenian army had already actively deployed for battle, Datis likewise moved to array his own forces in good time — but, exactly as Miltiades had anticipated, he followed customary Persian practice and massed his cavalry, archers, and main infantry in the center of his line, leaving his two wings comparatively weak.

The course of the battle unfolded exactly as Miltiades had foreseen. On the morning of that day, the Athenian army, arrayed along the high ground, first sent a detachment charging down from the heights to attack the Persian force, which had only just finished forming up on the plain below. The Persians were momentarily thrown into confused disarray, but soon steadied their line, withstood the Athenian charge, and began pressing steadily forward in a counterattack in the center. The Athenian center gave ground fighting, and once it had retreated a certain distance, a thunderous roar of battle suddenly erupted from the Greek forces on the left and right wings. At that moment, the Persian cavalry had not yet fully arrived at the site of the fighting, while the Athenian troops, massed in dense spear formations, possessed formidable offensive power; unable to hold, the advancing Persian center was forced to fall back. This retreat threw the rest of the Persian force into great confusion — the men following behind, not knowing what had happened, likewise turned and fled in panic, so that the whole force fell into a scene of mutual trampling as men scrambled desperately to save themselves. As the Persians fled back toward the shore, they crowded frantically to get aboard their ships, and the chaos only grew worse. The Athenians, seizing the opportunity of the enemy’s panic, pressed the pursuit with great vigor, some even pursuing the enemy right up onto their ships, killing enemy soldiers and capturing vessels. After more than half a day of this harrowing, desperate combat, the battle finally came to an end.

In this engagement, the Persian dead numbered as many as 6,400, while the Athenians lost only 192 men, and also captured seven enemy ships. Tragically, the Athenian commander Callimachus and several other generals were among those killed by arrows in the confusion of battle. This victory marked the beginning of an unbroken string of Athenian successes in the Greco-Persian Wars; it greatly inspired the enthusiasm of the Greeks for rising up against the Persian invaders, and strengthened their confidence in their ability to defeat a powerful enemy. From this time on, Marathon became a place known throughout the world.¹

The Persian force that withdrew from Marathon, its morale shattered by this unexpected disaster, soon learned that the opposition faction within Athens had already been placed under arrest, making any prospect of an uprising in coordination with the invaders impossible; moreover, the Athenian army, having hurried back to the city after the Battle of Marathon, had by now taken precautions, so that an attack on Athens itself stood little chance of success. The Persian force had no choice but to withdraw, crestfallen, back to its base in Asia.

3. Persia’s Third Expedition: Early Success, Then Defeat and Forced Withdrawal

The defeat at Marathon did not lead Darius to abandon his ambition of annexing Greece. But the defeat did provoke rebellion within his territories, and in particular the revolt of the Egyptians against Persian rule in 486 BC disrupted Darius’s plans for further westward invasion. Before he could suppress this uprising, Darius died. In 485 BC, Xerxes I succeeded to the throne, and continued to pursue the policy of expansion and conquest, his ambition to subdue Greece — indeed the whole of Europe — exceeding even that of his father. Once he had crushed the Egyptian revolt, Xerxes drew up an ambitious new plan for a combined land-and-sea campaign, vowing to conquer Greece and raze Athens to the ground in order to avenge the humiliating defeat at Marathon. Xerxes made painstaking preparations for his westward campaign against Greece: he mobilized large numbers of troops and supplies and built great numbers of ships; he had a pontoon bridge constructed across the Hellespont, and further bridges built across the Strymon river in Thrace, to allow his army to pass; along the projected line of march through Thrace and Macedon he had storehouses built and grain stockpiled in advance to establish a logistics system for the army; and he even had a canal dug through the neck of the Athos peninsula, so as to spare his fleet the dangers of the sea-storms that had wrecked it there before.

In the decade following the Battle of Marathon, the Greek side likewise made continuous preparations for war. In Athens, a series of changes took place that were favorable to strengthening the power of the state — political life became further democratized, and the status of the fourth (lowest) class of citizens improved. The Athenian government, acting on the advice of the leader of the democratic faction, Themistocles, built nearly 200 triremes,² expanded the port of Piraeus, and stepped up work on various defensive fortifications, while also enlarging and intensifying the training of its navy, so that it rose to become the strongest naval power among the Greek city-states. The building of this powerful Athenian fleet, and the enrollment of large numbers of the lower classes of citizens into naval service, was one of the crucial conditions that would later enable the Greek city-states to defeat Persia decisively and would allow Athens to embark on overseas expansion of its own.

In 481 BC, at Athens’s initiative, more than thirty Greek city-states convened a congress at Corinth and formed an all-Greek league against Persia, ready at any moment to resist Persian invasion. The congress elected the Spartan king Leonidas as commander-in-chief of the allied Greek forces; since Sparta possessed by far the strongest land army, the allied land forces were built primarily around Sparta, while the naval forces were built primarily around Athens.

In the spring of 480 BC, forces drawn from 46 subject peoples and territories of Persia assembled at Abydos, said to number in the millions. Xerxes personally reviewed the assembled host there, then led the combined land and sea forces forth toward Greece. According to historical accounts, the Persian army numbered 1.7 million men (including 80,000 cavalry) with 1,200 warships; but later scholars estimate the actual fighting strength at around 250,000 men, with roughly 1,000 ships. This vast host is said to have taken a full seven days and seven nights to cross the Hellespont by the pontoon bridges. Once across the strait, the Persian force advanced west along Thrace by land and sea together, and quickly occupied northern Greece, forcing a number of city-states to submit; it then pressed on into central Greece with tremendous, unstoppable momentum. As the Persian force entered Europe, representatives of the Greek allied city-states hastily reconvened at Corinth to discuss a response. At that time the allied forces numbered altogether about 40,000 heavy infantry and 70,000 light infantry, with more than 400 warships. Faced with this formidable threat, the allied council resolved that the combined forces would march north to meet the enemy, choosing terrain favorable to them and coordinating land and naval operations to block the Persian advance southward. Their plan was as follows: the Spartan king Leonidas would lead the land forces to hold the pass of Thermopylae, the so-called “Gateway to Central Greece”;³ meanwhile the Athenian Eurybiades would lead the fleet to hold the position at Cape Artemisium, not far from Thermopylae, a position from which the fleet could both block the Euripus strait and coordinate with the defense of Thermopylae.

In mid-August, the Persian army arrived before Thermopylae. At that point, the Greek allied forces that had reached the pass numbered about 6,000 men (including 300 Spartans and 700 Thebans, the rest drawn from various other allied cities). Leonidas deployed more than 5,000 of these along the main defensive line, while stationing more than 1,000 men to guard the mountain trail behind the pass, in order to prevent the enemy from stealing around by that route. The terrain at Thermopylae was narrow, unsuited to the deployment of large numbers of troops and easy to defend. On August 11, the Persian army, relying on its great numerical superiority, launched its first fierce assault; the allied defenders resisted valiantly, inflicting heavy casualties on the enemy. Even when Xerxes committed his famous “Immortals,” the ten-thousand-strong royal guard, they too achieved nothing. On the second day, the Persian army launched repeated further assaults, and every one of them was likewise beaten back. Just as Xerxes found himself at his wits’ end, a local Greek traitor went over to the enemy, and, under cover of night, led a Persian force along the mountain trail around behind the defenders at Thermopylae, launching an attack on the defenders from front and rear simultaneously. Faced with this sudden and drastic change in the situation, Leonidas urgently ordered the forces of the other city-states to withdraw quickly, so that resistance could be organized at another strategic point further south in Greece; he himself remained behind with his 300 elite Spartans to fight a rearguard action and cover the general withdrawal. On the morning of the third day, the Persians renewed their fierce assault. With their numbers hopelessly outmatched, and their line of retreat now also cut off, Leonidas and his men fought on with stubborn resistance, and in the end all of them died fighting heroically (by one account, two men survived).⁴ The Persians paid dearly for their capture of Thermopylae after three days of hard fighting, losing nearly 20,000 men killed.

After the fall of Thermopylae, the Persian army pushed on southward in great strength, while, on the Greek side, the loss of its allied commander left the Greeks in an extremely perilous position. At this juncture, Themistocles, who commanded the Athenian fleet, returned to the city of Athens. Drawing on his statesman’s gift for persuasion, he carried out an extensive campaign to rally support: he organized the evacuation of Athens’s non-combatants, dispersing them to Troezen, the island of Salamis, and elsewhere, and enrolled every able-bodied male citizen into the navy to serve aboard the fleet. At the same time, he skillfully persuaded Eurybiades, commander of the combined Greek fleet, to withdraw the Greek fleet (which included roughly 180 Athenian warships, about half the total number of ships) to the vicinity of Salamis, in preparation for a decisive, do-or-die battle with the enemy.⁵

Xerxes personally led the Persian army onward in the flush of victory, sweeping across the Attic peninsula, plundering and destroying the Greek towns along the way, and marching directly into the city of Athens itself. By this time, however, Athens was nothing more than an empty city, defended only by a handful of officials and soldiers who had volunteered to guard the Temple of Athena. The Persian troops massacred every defender of the temple, plundered its treasures, burned the Acropolis to the ground, and subjected Athens to a frenzy of pillage and destruction. Meanwhile, the Persian fleet sailing south along the Aegean coast met with a great disaster of its own: caught by a violent storm during the voyage, it lost nearly 400 ships. Among the losses, the powerful Phoenician squadron — the strongest element of the fleet — suffered devastating losses and was almost entirely stripped of its fighting power. As a result, by the time the entire Greek fleet had withdrawn to the strait of Salamis, the Persian fleet, which had by then gathered near Attica, made no attempt to press its pursuit or take the offensive; instead, it anchored to repair the damage caused by the storm, and began preparing to support the land forces in an advance on the Peloponnese.

Many delegates from the various city-states of the Greek alliance strongly opposed the idea of fighting a decisive naval battle with the Persian fleet in the Bay of Salamis. A number of ship captains in the fleet were gripped by fear and lacked confidence in the prospect of battle, and most argued for withdrawing to the Isthmus of Corinth and relying instead on a combined land-and-sea defense to block the enemy’s approach. Themistocles repeatedly urged Eurybiades to convene councils of war — two in all — in order to persuade the representatives of the various cities, with sound argument, to keep the fleet where it was, and worked out a scheme to force a decisive naval battle with the Persians in the strait of Salamis. To lure the Persian fleet into attacking, and so make a battle for the allied fleet unavoidable, he cleverly sent one of his most trusted slaves to Xerxes with a false message purporting to be a letter of surrender, claiming that the Greek fleet was riven by internal dissension, that its various factions were at each other’s throats, that mutiny was on the verge of breaking out beyond control, and that some of the ships were about to slip out of the strait of Salamis — he therefore urged the Persians to dispatch warships to intercept them. Since Xerxes had already heard reports of disunity within the Greek camp, he readily believed this false intelligence, changed his original plan accordingly, and ordered the Persian fleet to advance into the strait of Salamis. And so there erupted a naval battle the like of which had never before been seen.

On September 23, the fleets of Greece and Persia converged both within and outside the Bay of Salamis. At that time, the Persian fleet held an overwhelming numerical advantage (with roughly 1,000 warships), but because its ships were large and cumbersome and difficult to maneuver, and because it had been forced to hurriedly enter the confined waters in poor order, it found itself at a great disadvantage. The Greek fleet, by contrast, had made ready in advance: it lay concealed behind the island of Salamis and had formed up in a two-line battle formation. Though fewer in number, its ships were smaller and more agile, well suited to darting attacks on the enemy fleet. Crowded together in the narrow waters, the Persian fleet was unable to bring its numerical superiority to bear and quickly found itself fighting on the defensive, at the mercy of events. In the heat of the fighting, a number of Persian ships collided with one another and sank, and many others found themselves unable to advance or retreat; at a critical moment, the roughly 200 Egyptian ships in the Persian fleet, heedless of all else, fled the battlefield outright, hastening the total collapse of the Persian line. The battle raged for nearly eight hours in all. By its end, the Persian fleet had been almost completely shattered, losing more than 200 ships sunk and more than 50 captured, while the Greek allied fleet lost only just over 40 ships in all. From this point on, the Greeks won command of the sea in the eastern Mediterranean, and this great victory turned the tide of the entire war.

The catastrophic defeat in this naval battle threw Xerxes into a state of fear and confusion. With the destruction of his fleet, his ambition to dominate Greece crumbled away almost overnight. Faced with both present reality and future prospects, he grew anxious both that the pontoon bridge across the Hellespont might be destroyed, cutting off his line of retreat, and that unrest might break out at home. He therefore left a third of his land forces under the command of Mardonius, to continue the campaign in Greece, while he himself hastily led the remaining ships and all the troops that could be got away back across to Asia. Mardonius, too, soon led his land forces in a retreat northward. He sent envoys to Athens to sue for peace, offering to form an alliance with Athens and to compensate it for all the losses it had suffered in the war. But the leaders of Athens were not swayed in the slightest by this inducement, and refused to negotiate. In a fit of rage, Mardonius had the city of Athens burned to the ground once and for all. Having destroyed Athens, he withdrew his forces to the vicinity of Boeotia and encamped there, doing all he could to entice the Greek allied forces into giving battle in the open, hoping to use his superiority in cavalry to overwhelm the Greeks.

At this time, Pausanias, the new king of Sparta, had assumed command of the allied Greek forces. He led an army of 100,000 Greek troops slowly northward, watching for an opportunity to engage the enemy. In mid-August of 479 BC, the land forces of Greece and Persia fought a decisive engagement near Plataea. The fighting was extremely fierce. Although the Persian army still held a clear numerical advantage, its deployment was faulty, its formations were badly bunched up one behind the other, and it was unable to bring its superior numbers fully to bear; moreover, Mardonius himself, having placed himself too far forward in the line of command, was killed in the heat of the battle. With their commander dead and their command structure thrown into disarray, the entire Persian force collapsed into confusion, and was once again decisively defeated.

Having won this victory, the Greek allied forces pressed their pursuit vigorously, destroying the greater part of the invading Persian army within Greek territory itself; only a small remnant managed to escape back to Asia along the route by which it had originally advanced. At the same time, the Greek navy likewise went over to the offensive at sea. One squadron sailed successfully east across the Aegean and, off the Mycale peninsula near Samos, defeated the Persian fleet stationed there. With this, Persia’s third expedition against Greece likewise ended in crushing defeat.

(2) 479–449 BC: Greece’s Strategic Counteroffensive and Final Victory

Having failed in its expeditions against Greece, and beset besides by mounting internal contradictions within the empire, Persia was forced onto the strategic defensive; Greece, with Athens at its head, gradually went over to the offensive, seizing the opportunity to expand its power at sea and establishing Athenian hegemony over the Aegean. As the balance between offense and defense shifted, the theater of the Greco-Persian Wars correspondingly moved to Thrace and the coast of Asia Minor, and the character of the fighting itself gradually shifted from land warfare to naval warfare, changing the very nature of the conflict.

In 478 BC, the Athenian fleet seized the key city of Sestos on the northern shore of the Hellespont, thereby gaining control of the route to the Black Sea. At the same time, the Spartan king Pausanias led an allied Peloponnesian fleet eastward, successively occupying Cyprus in the eastern Mediterranean and Byzantium on the Bosporus, though without holding either for long. Because Pausanias proved incompetent at commanding the forces of the alliance, and because Sparta, as a great agricultural power, pursued policies unpopular with the Ionian Greeks of the Asia Minor coast, the assembled city-states of the Greek league eventually held a congress and stripped Sparta of its command over the allied forces. From this point on, Sparta’s leadership within the Greek world was undermined, and Athens took its place.

The Athenian statesman Themistocles provided sound leadership during this period. He rebuilt the fortifications of Athens, strengthened the port of Piraeus, and had a triple line of “Long Walls” built connecting the two, greatly reinforcing Athens’s defenses and raising its national power. Because of its formidable naval strength, and because of the outstanding contribution it had made to the anti-Persian war in its first phase, Athens’s prestige among the Greek city-states grew steadily, and it won the support of many allied states. Between the end of 478 BC and the beginning of 477 BC, at Athens’s initiative, a number of city-states resolved to carry the war against Persia forward, including those of the coast of Asia Minor and its neighboring islands; together they formed a new alliance against Persia. Because its treasury and congress were located on the island of Delos in the Aegean, this alliance came to be known as the “Delian League,” and was also called the “Maritime Protective League” or the “Athenian Maritime League.” The league elected Athens as its leader. The Greco-Persian Wars that followed were, in effect, a war between the Delian League, headed by Athens, and the Persian Empire; those city-states of the Peloponnesian League headed by Sparta, meanwhile, largely ceased to take part in the war against Persia. Even so, the character of the Delian League itself soon began to change. Once the league was established, many of its members found it inconvenient to have to send ships and troops on every occasion, and proposed instead that the smaller states should simply contribute funds, while Athens alone would supply the bulk of the ships and men. In this way, leadership of the league fell entirely into Athenian hands, and the league became, in effect, an instrument of Athenian power.

In 476 BC, command of the allied Greek forces passed to the Athenian general Cimon. He was the son of Miltiades, the hero of Marathon, and was himself a brave and resourceful naval commander. On assuming command, Cimon promptly led the allied forces on a campaign into Thrace, seizing the greater number of the ports Persia had controlled there, and also capturing the strategically important city of Eion, clearing away the last vestiges of Persian rule in the region. Thereafter, he led the allied fleet on sweeps across the Aegean, hunting down Persian ships, and over the course of many years of dominating the Aegean he brought a great many islands under allied control. In 466 BC, Cimon finally fought a decisive battle against the Persian fleet at the mouth of the Eurymedon river in southern Asia Minor. By this time, Persia, having spent many years recuperating, had largely restored its strength, and had assembled a large land and naval force in Pamphylia in preparation for launching a fresh offensive against Greece. On learning of this through intelligence, Cimon at once led the allied fleet — about 200 warships strong — to the scene. The Greek allied forces inflicted a crushing defeat on the Persians simultaneously at sea and on land, capturing or killing nearly 20,000 enemy soldiers and capturing or destroying roughly 200 enemy ships. After the battle at the mouth of the Eurymedon, Persia’s military power suffered yet another devastating blow, and it lost virtually all of its forward positions for operations against Greece; the Persian naval threat to Greece was essentially eliminated, and the initiative in the war passed completely into Greek hands. The Greek cities of southern Asia Minor were liberated as a result.

Once Athens had grown powerful, it developed into a new kind of empire, frequently using the banner of the alliance as cover for interfering in the internal affairs of the various city-states, until the allied states had become, to all intents and purposes, Athenian dependencies. Over the course of more than a decade, the number of states subordinate to Athens in this way grew to several hundred. By using its war against Persia as a lever to control the various city-states, Athens had, in effect, no real intention of bringing the war to a swift conclusion.

In 460 BC, another revolt broke out in Egypt against Persian rule, but Persia by then no longer had the strength to suppress it. In order to strike at Persian power indirectly and expand the range of its own control, Athens went so far as to send a large fleet to Egypt in support of the rebels. This fleet sailed up the Nile and penetrated deep into Egyptian territory, capturing the Egyptian capital, Memphis. The Persian garrison withdrew to defend the citadel, which the Athenian force was unable to take by storm. Worn out from the long campaign and having achieved nothing further, the Athenian expeditionary fleet and land forces grew increasingly exhausted, and by 456 BC the Athenian troops besieging the Persian garrison’s citadel were defeated and forced to withdraw to Prosopitis Island. Athens, in an effort to save its forces trapped in Egypt, dispatched a further relief force from home. This relief expedition, however, lacked capable leadership, and by 454 BC both Athenian expeditionary forces in Egypt had, one after another, been annihilated by the Persian garrison there, with combined losses of some 50,000 men and 200 warships. During this same period, Athens was also repeatedly at war with Corinth and other members of the Peloponnesian League, further eroding and weakening its military strength. It was not until 451 BC, when Cimon — who had earlier been dismissed from office and exiled for advocating friendly relations with Sparta — was recalled to Athens, that the situation improved: Cimon negotiated a fresh peace with Sparta and concluded a truce.

In 450 BC, Athens once again appointed Cimon as commander and sent the Athenian fleet east once more, hoping to bring the war with Persia to a close. Cimon successfully occupied the island of Cyprus; but, as chance would have it, an epidemic broke out on the island, and Cimon himself unfortunately fell ill and died there not long afterward. The following year, with its commander dead, the Athenian fleet prepared to withdraw from Cyprus and sail home. But before it could set sail, a Persian fleet that had come prepared to attack arrived on the scene. The two sides accordingly fought a decisive battle in the waters off Salamis, on the eastern side of the island of Cyprus. The officers and men of the Athenian fleet, following the tactics Cimon had trained them in, once again dealt the Persian navy a heavy defeat, thereby winning the very last victory of the Greco-Persian Wars.

By this time, the Persian king Xerxes I had already died, and had been succeeded by his son Artaxerxes I. Artaxerxes had no wish to continue the war against the Greeks, and sent envoys to Athens to sue for peace. Since the underlying tensions between Athens and certain members of the Peloponnesian League, Sparta above all, had never truly been resolved, Athens too was glad to make peace with Persia. In 449 BC, Athens sent its plenipotentiary representative Callias to the Persian capital of Susa, where the two sides signed the Peace of Callias. Under its terms: Persia would not send warships into the Aegean Sea, and would renounce its claim to control the Hellespont and the Bosporus; Persia recognized the independence of the Greek city-states of western Asia Minor and undertook corresponding obligations toward them; Cyprus, however, was to remain under Persian administration. With this, the Greco-Persian Wars formally came to an end, and Persia’s dream of annexing Greece was shattered once and for all.



III. Commentary

The Greco-Persian Wars ended with victory for a group of small states and defeat for a vast empire. After its defeat, Persia entered a gradual decline and was ultimately conquered by Macedon; the various city-states of Greece, meanwhile, gained an excellent opportunity for accelerated development, and from this point on the slaveholding political and economic life of all Greece entered its golden age. The Greco-Persian Wars also caused the historical center of gravity of the Western world to begin shifting from the Mesopotamian river valleys toward the Mediterranean region; Greek civilization was thereby preserved and enabled to flourish, and became the foundation of later Western civilization. Beyond this, the ancient Greeks’ successful innovation and application of strategy and tactics in this war exerted a major influence on Western military history, and left behind for later generations a rich legacy of experience in struggle and combat. This classic battle case brings together, in concentrated form, a great many of the laws that govern warfare; it is a rare and valuable teaching text and object of study for the high- and mid-level commanders of our army, and holds great value as a point of reference for the innovation and successful application of strategy and tactics in whatever wars our forces may fight in the future.

(1) The Greek City-States Waged a Just War of Resistance against Invasion and Enslavement — This Was the Deep-Seated Reason for Their Ultimate Victory

The character of a war determines the course of its fighting and the final outcome. A just war, because it can win the support of the broadest masses of the people and can mobilize every favorable factor to the fullest possible extent, is therefore often able to achieve final victory. The fundamental and deep-seated reason the Greek city-states were repeatedly able, in the Greco-Persian Wars, to defeat superior numbers with a smaller force and to overcome a stronger enemy with a weaker one, and ultimately to achieve final victory, lies in the fact that the war they fought was a just war of resistance against invasion and against enslavement. In the first phase of the war, whether Athens was fighting alone or the allied forces headed by Sparta and Athens were fighting together, their purpose was always to defend national freedom and independence against the invader. In the second phase of the war, although Athens itself began to take advantage of the situation to pursue its own expansion, gradually turning the Delian League into an instrument of its own aggrandizement, the many member states of the Delian League continued to see the war as one of thoroughly defeating and driving out the invader, fighting on in order to bring about the final liberation of every Greek city-state. For this reason, on the Greek side, the war retained throughout the character of resistance against oppression and the pursuit of independence and freedom. The justness of the war brought about national unity and stability within the state, and inspired among the officers and men of the various city-states a spirit of patriotism and a shared hatred of the common enemy. The Spartan king and his 300 warriors, who looked upon death as a homecoming and fought to the very last; the men of Athens, who to a man took up arms and served in the navy — these are clear examples of this spirit. It was precisely because of this that the soldiers and people of the various Greek states, undaunted by a powerful enemy, fought bravely on and won victory after victory. Even on the eve of the Battle of Salamis, faced with the might of the Persian fleet, there was disagreement within the Greek navy — but the point of contention was never whether to fight or make peace, only where best to give battle to the Persians. The Persian invaders, by contrast, found themselves in precisely the opposite situation. An unjust war could not truly inspire their fighting spirit or steel their resolve; in battle, they were prone to panic, and at critical moments they sometimes even deserted the field outright. The Egyptian squadron’s flight from the Battle of Salamis at the decisive moment, precipitating the collapse of the entire Persian line, is the most striking example of this.

(2) The Tactical Superiority of the Greek Dense Spear Phalanx over the Persian Infantry Formation Was an Important Foundation for the Greek Allied Forces’ Repeated Victories on Land against Superior Numbers and a Stronger Enemy

In this war, the Greeks pioneered the famous battle formation known as the dense spear phalanx, or “Greek phalanx” for short, which played a crucial role in their victories and exerted a profound influence on Western European warfare thereafter. At the time, Greek land forces were quite small in number, and consisted chiefly of infantry (divided into heavy and light infantry); the heavy infantry formed the mainstay of the army. These heavy infantrymen wore bronze helmets, breastplates on the upper body, and greaves on the lower legs; in the left hand they carried a shallow, round shield (roughly one meter in diameter), and in the right a spear (about three meters long, their principal weapon), together with a short sword (0.6 meters long, though rarely used) at the waist. The light infantry were not so heavily armored, though they too had some degree of protective equipment; their principal role was to support the heavy infantry in battle and to cover its advance or retreat. There were also certain specialized light troops of particular importance, such as archers and slingers. In battle, the Greek heavy infantry, armed with spear and shield, formed up into a dense phalanx, typically eight ranks deep; the first four ranks held their spears out horizontally to the front, while the rear four ranks held theirs upright. Because the men in the rear ranks of such a formation could mutually support those in front, and because the sheer weight of numbers gave the men a strong sense of security, morale was correspondingly boosted; the formation therefore possessed formidable attacking power and excellent defensive strength, and its frontal assault in particular was almost irresistible. Its weakness lay on its flanks, for which reason it was generally provided with a screen of light infantry and cavalry for protection there.

The typical Persian infantry formation of the period, by contrast, was generally arrayed ten ranks deep, with each column representing a basic tactical unit, the “unit of ten.” The unit leader stood at the very front, equipped with a large rectangular shield and a spear roughly two meters long, and wore light scale armor on his upper body; the nine infantrymen behind him were each equipped with a bow and a curved sword, but generally wore no armor. In combat, the unit leader was responsible for absorbing the shock of the enemy’s infantry and cavalry charge, while the nine archers behind him would loose dense volleys of arrows to inflict casualties on the enemy — though of these nine, only the second-rank archer could shoot directly past the flank of the unit leader at the enemy; the remaining eight fired their arrows up into the air, the angle of elevation rising progressively from front to rear to as much as 45 degrees, so as to create a “beaten zone” of arrow-fire covering an area within roughly 300 meters in front of the formation. Once the enemy had suffered heavy casualties from this rain of arrows and its formation had begun to disintegrate, the Persian infantry would launch its charge, sheathing their bows and drawing their curved swords to close with the enemy for hand-to-hand fighting.

The Greek dense phalanx tactic was proven, in the course of the Greco-Persian Wars, to be the nemesis of the Persian infantry formation. It is true that the concentrated volleys of Persian archery, dark enough at times to blot out the sky, posed a considerable threat to the enemy, and at the Battle of Marathon the Athenian commander Callimachus and several other generals were indeed killed by arrows they could not dodge in time; nevertheless, because the arrows the Persians used were fitted with three-edged, broad-bladed bronze arrowheads, which, though barbed, lacked sufficient penetrating power, the rain of Persian arrows was proven to be incapable of posing a sufficient threat to the heavily armored Greek infantry — a fatal weakness. At the Battle of Marathon, although the arrows loosed by the Persians fell upon the charging Athenian phalanx like swarms of locusts, wave after wave, they simply bounced off, like rain striking banana leaves, the armor and shields of the heavily armed Athenian ranks. And when the dense, forest-like spears of the Athenian phalanx, driven by tremendous momentum, crashed into the Persian shield-line, the Persian unit leaders at the head of each file — each one facing the concentrated thrust of two files of sixteen Greek infantrymen — could offer no resistance whatsoever, and many were run through, shield and all, by the Greek spears. Though the Persian infantrymen who lost the protection of their shield-bearers showed no lack of courage, drawing their curved swords and fighting on in twos and threes, and though they tried to use their swords to knock aside the spears of the front four ranks of the dense Athenian phalanx in an effort to close for hand-to-hand combat, they found that even when they managed to knock aside the spear of the first rank, they could scarcely survive the concentrated thrusts of the three ranks of spearmen pressing in immediately behind, and suffered terrible casualties as a result. By the end of the fighting, Persian dead numbered 6,400, while Athenian dead numbered only 192 — and this stark disparity between the two sides’ casualty figures fully demonstrates the overwhelming superiority of the Greek dense phalanx over the Persian infantry formation.

(3) The Outstanding Battlefield Command Skill of Their Commanders Was an Important Factor behind the Greek Allied Forces’ Repeated Victories

The competence of a commander determines the outcome of a war. In battle, an outstanding commander is able to perceive the true state of the battlefield, make correct judgments and decisions, adopt the right strategy and tactics to win victory, rouse the fighting spirit of his troops when morale is low, and rally them to hold firm when they are exhausted. On the Greek side, it may be said that there emerged an entire generation of outstanding commanders one after another, and this was an important reason for their repeated success in battle. At the Battle of Marathon, Miltiades, mindful of the Persian tendency toward central breakthrough tactics when fighting in open terrain, adopted tactics of frontal skirmishing combined with a double envelopment on both flanks, luring the Persian force into the encircling trap formed by the strengthened forces on his own two wings, and annihilating the enemy at a single stroke. This engagement also led later military theorists to recognize the crucial importance of securing the flanks — the most vulnerable part — of any battle formation. In the fighting at Thermopylae, the Spartan king Leonidas, on the one hand, correctly chose the site at which to make his stand, exploiting the terrain advantage of Thermopylae — “one man defending the gate, ten thousand unable to pass” — to negate the Persians’ advantage in cavalry and chariots, forcing them to pay a heavy price even though they ultimately won the pass; on the other hand, Leonidas himself, fearless in the face of danger and leading from the front, inspired his men by his own words and example, leading his 300 warriors to fight bravely against the Persian host swarming upon them like a rising tide, looking upon death as a homecoming, and fighting on to the very last man. After the fall of Thermopylae, Themistocles skillfully organized the mass evacuation of the Athenian citizenry, and, with great cunning, devised and orchestrated the Battle of Salamis. Recognizing that the Greek warships were small and highly maneuverable, while the Persian fleet’s ships were cumbersome and its crews unfamiliar with the local terrain and waters, he lured the Persian fleet into fighting within the confined waters of the bay, where, being large and poorly maneuverable and crowded closely together, the Persian ships collided with one another and became jammed together under the battering of wind and waves and the attacks of the Greek fleet, unable to maneuver effectively and left entirely at the mercy of events — thereby enabling an inferior force to win final victory. In the later stages of the naval war, Cimon successfully seized a number of coastal ports, effectively bringing the Aegean under his control and forcing the Persian fleet, for more than a decade thereafter, not to dare undertake any large-scale operations in the open; and at the Battle of the Eurymedon he successfully organized a coordinated operation between land and naval forces. All of this fully demonstrates the outstanding ability of the Greek generals, and their tremendous contribution to victory in battle. On the Persian side, by contrast, of the two men who successively held overall command, Mardonius, on the first occasion, was forced to withdraw his troops because he himself was wounded and unable to cope with a sudden turn of events, and on the second occasion brought about the total destruction of his own army through faulty battlefield deployment, which also cost him his own life. Datis, in command at the Battle of Marathon, underestimated the enemy, and as a result was unable either to seize the right moment or correctly gauge the battlefield situation, nor was he able, in the fighting itself, to make the most of his numerical superiority. Xerxes’s own decision-making with regard to the Battle of Salamis amounted, moreover, to a grave strategic blunder. By comparison, the command ability of the Persian leadership was distinctly inferior to that of the Greek commanders, and this was what led to Persia’s repeated defeats on the battlefield.

(4) Rigorous Training and a Fighting Spirit Born of Shared Hatred for the Enemy Gave the Greek Forces a Higher Level of Military Quality than the Persian Army — Another Important Reason for the Greek Allied Victory

Throughout the Greco-Persian Wars, the Spartan army had long been renowned among the Greek city-states for its rigorous training and its tenacity in battle, while Athens too had, by this time, built up a well-trained land force and had gone on, in the later stages of the war, to develop a powerful navy as well. Under the laws laid down by the reformer Solon, the citizens of Athens were divided into four classes, with each man responsible for equipping himself with weapons according to his own means. Accordingly, it was ordinarily the wealthiest men who served as the leaders of the army, responsible for its command in battle; the second class of citizens, the rural gentry, formed the cavalry; the third class, prosperous farmers and owners of craft workshops, equipped themselves at their own expense to serve as heavy infantry; and the fourth class, the common people — by far the most numerous — served either as light infantry or as oarsmen aboard the warships. On the whole, both the Spartan and the Athenian armies were, in terms of morale, weaponry and equipment, and combat capability, among the very finest of their time, strictly disciplined and courageous in battle. This played a major role in enabling the Greek city-states to achieve victory. The Persian army, too, thanks to the martial traditions of its various peoples and their long-cultivated warrior spirit, included no small number of brave and skilled elite fighting men, who had displayed formidable strength during the first half-century or so of the empire’s founding and territorial expansion; the ten-thousand-strong “Immortals,” the royal guard, in particular, had been invincible wherever they went, defeating many formidable opponents. By the time of Darius, however, long years of domestic peace and a relatively comfortable existence had gradually eroded the army’s fighting power. Darius I’s policy of large-scale territorial expansion, which forced every subject people and territory to provide troops to serve as instruments of slaughter, further weakened the army’s combat effectiveness still more. When, for example, Xerxes launched his third expedition against Greece, his forces were said to number in the millions, yet the truly elite Persian troops among them numbered no more than a few tens of thousands. The forces he forcibly conscripted and assembled at that time were drawn, moreover, from a great many different peoples. Among them were Persians and Medes wearing tall, ornately decorated caps, long robes, and scale-armor cuirasses, and armed with short swords and long spears; there were Assyrians wearing iron helmets and carrying shields and wooden clubs; there were Indians in long robes; there were Arabs wrapped in loose robes, bearing long bows slung over the right shoulder; there were Ethiopians painted red and white and clad in lion- or leopard-skins, using bows made of palm wood and arrows tipped with stone and fletched with ostrich feathers; there were Thracians wearing fox-fur caps and red cloaks, carrying javelins and shields; and there were Caucasian peoples wearing helmets adorned with ox-hide and carrying leather shields and short spears, and so on. This was a motley host, its members differing in weaponry, dress, language, and custom — truly a hodgepodge of a force, all but impossible to command as a unified whole. As a result, despite its enormous numbers, it not only failed to constitute a real advantage but actually became a liability, prone to constant friction that undermined its own fighting power from within. Relying on such an “advantage in numbers” to wage war, it was, naturally, far more often defeated than victorious.

(5) The Willingness of the Greek City-States to Set Aside Old Grievances and Form an Alliance Also Played an Enormously Important Role in Winning the War

In the Greco-Persian Wars, neither Athens nor Sparta, faced with the might of the Persian Empire, could possibly have achieved victory fighting alone at the outset. At that time, neither of them possessed sufficient strength on its own, nor did either have any real room to maneuver. Athens’s victory at the Battle of Marathon was the product of many contributing factors, among which the reinforcements sent from Plataea, though only 1,000 men strong, gave a tremendous boost to Athenian morale and played an extremely important role. In light of this experience, the Greek city-states, in the aftermath of the Battle of Marathon, further strengthened their unity, forming an alliance of thirty states and creating a united front against the Persian Empire. Because all the Greeks faced a common enemy, the city-states of Greece were able to set aside their old grievances and put a temporary end to all the discord and mutual strife among them, joining together to face the common foe. The Athenian statesmen, showing great strategic foresight, even voluntarily ceded the position of alliance leadership to Sparta in order to help bring this pan-Greek alliance into being. It is true that, because of underlying conflicts of interest, the alliance was never a fully solid one, and it eventually broke down and led to internal warfare among the Greeks themselves. Nevertheless, in studying the history of the Greco-Persian Wars, one must never overlook the historical role played by this pan-Greek alliance.



Notes


	Even before the fighting had fully ended and victory was already assured, Miltiades specially dispatched Pheidippides to carry the news back to the people of Athens as quickly as possible. This great long-distance runner set off at once from Marathon and ran back to the city of Athens at the greatest possible speed. He ran into the central square and, without even pausing to drink a mouthful of water, cried out with great effort to the crowd anxiously awaiting news: “We have won! Rejoice…” Because he had run so hard, so far, and in such a state of exhaustion and excitement, his strength gave out before he could finish the sentence, and he collapsed and died on the spot. Today’s marathon race was established precisely in commemoration of this ancient hero.


	This was the principal type of warship of the Greek Classical period; each vessel typically carried a crew of 170 oarsmen, together with some thirty fighting men.


	Thermopylae lies at a narrow pass in central Greece, with mountains at its back and the sea before it; to the east lies a marsh that runs all the way to the sea, while to the west rise steep, precipitous mountains. The passage in between, the only route connecting northern and central Greece, was so narrow that it could accommodate roughly no more than a single chariot at a time. In front of the pass were two sulfur hot springs, which is why it was also called “Thermopylae” (“Hot Gates”). It was the route the Persian army had to pass through if it wished to invade Athens.


	It is said that when the Persians cleared the battlefield afterward, they found only 298 Spartan bodies. Two Spartans had not taken part in the fighting — one because he was suffering from an eye ailment, the other because he had been sent away on an errand. After the battle, when the two of them returned to Sparta, their fellow countrymen despised them utterly and no one would have anything to do with them. One of the two could not bear this disgrace and took his own life. The other later died in a subsequent battle, but even so the Spartans refused to bury him among those who had died gloriously in battle.


	At that time, a prophecy of the sun god had long been current in Greece: that Greece’s fate could be saved only by “wooden walls.” On the strength of this prophecy, some argued that the population should be evacuated to the mountains. Themistocles, however, had his own interpretation of the ancient prophecy. He held that Greece’s future lay upon the sea, and that the “wooden walls” spoken of by the sun god referred to great ships. He therefore proposed that all the women and children be put aboard ship and sent to take refuge at Troezen in the Argolid and on the Greek island of Salamis, while all the men should man the warships and concentrate at the Bay of Salamis. The people of Athens and of the other city-states accepted his proposal.










Chapter 2: The Peloponnesian War (431–404 BC)

The Peloponnesian War was a war between two alliances of city-states of ancient Greece — the Peloponnesian League,¹ headed by Sparta, and the Delian League, headed by Athens. The war lasted 27 years and ended in Athens’s defeat. It was the turning point of ancient Greek history, marking the moment at which the slaveholding society of ancient Greece began to pass from prosperity into decline. The Peloponnesian War was one of the most famous wars of ancient Greece; its theater of operations extended across virtually the entire Greek-speaking world of the time (covering, in modern terms, Greece itself, the island of Sicily in Italy, Albania, and the Aegean coast of western Turkey), and it has been called by modern scholars “the world war of antiquity.” This war well repays study, both for what it reveals about the origin and development of Western military thought and for what it shows of the influence politics exerts on war and military affairs.


I. Background to the War

After the Greco-Persian Wars, the various Greek city-states grew steadily more prosperous, trade among them increased, and mutual competition intensified; the focus of this rivalry was chiefly the contest for markets in the west (Italy and Sicily) and in the northeast (Macedon, Thrace, and the Black Sea coast). Athens, not content with its hegemony in the eastern Mediterranean, continually expanded westward into the western Mediterranean as well; meanwhile Corinth, a member of the Peloponnesian League that controlled the trade routes of the western Mediterranean, likewise began expanding into the Aegean, competing with Athens for maritime advantage. This naval friction between Athens and Corinth gave Sparta the opening it needed in its ambition to dominate all of Greece. Because their political systems differed, the two sides were also locked in political struggle. Athens everywhere backed the democratic factions of the various Greek city-states, while Sparta actively backed the aristocratic factions and oligarchic governments in those same cities. In pursuit of their respective interests, Athens even supported aristocratic elements who leaned its way, and Sparta likewise supported anti-Athenian democrats; each side became a refuge and a base of subversive activity for the opposition faction within the other’s sphere.

In 435 BC, a dispute broke out between Corinth, a member of the Peloponnesian League, and its colony Corcyra, and Athens sent troops to support Corcyra. In 432 BC, Potidaea, a Corinthian colony on the Chalcidice peninsula, seceded from the Delian League; Athens sent troops to lay a prolonged siege to Potidaea and to the Corinthian relief force sent to its aid. Athens also, on the pretext that Megara had cultivated sacred temple land and had harbored fugitive Athenian slaves, forbade Megarian merchant ships from entering the ports of any member of the Delian League. In the autumn of 432 BC, Sparta and its allies accordingly issued Athens an ultimatum: to exile the renowned Athenian statesman and leader of the democratic faction, Pericles; to lift the siege of Potidaea; and to rescind the Megarian decree. Athens flatly refused, and the Peloponnesian War broke out in full.

In the early stage of the war, the two sides were fairly evenly matched, each with its own particular strengths. Athens, together with its allies, possessed a formidable combined fleet (based at the port of Piraeus, with 300 triremes) and a land army of roughly 40,000 men (13,000 heavy infantry, 1,200 cavalry, and 1,600 archers for field operations, together with 16,000 men defending the fortifications of Athens itself and 8,000 more garrisoning other strongholds and cities). On the Peloponnesian side, Sparta possessed roughly 60,000 heavy infantry and cavalry, a force stronger than that of Athens; its navy, made up chiefly of ships from Corinth and Megara together with the auxiliary fleets of its other allies, was roughly comparable to Athens’s in number (no more than 300 ships), but far inferior to it in fighting quality.

Because the siegecraft of the time was still incapable of breaching Athens’s urban defensive system, Sparta’s strategic intent was as follows: to exploit its superiority on land through a strategy of attrition, entering Athenian territory every summer to ravage the surrounding countryside, doing everything possible to provoke the Athenians into a land battle, while at the same time working to drive a wedge into the Delian League, so as to weaken and isolate Athens. Pericles, the leading statesman of Athens, was clear-eyed about his own side’s respective strengths and weaknesses, and drew up, in direct response, a strategic plan of his own: on land, to remain on the strategic defensive, using the fortified Long Walls connecting the city of Athens to the port of Piraeus to maintain contact with the outside world; at sea, to take the offensive, using Athens’s command of the sea to send warships to raid the coasts of the Peloponnese, stir up revolt among the Spartan Helot slaves, and thereby force Sparta to sue for peace.



II. The Course of the War

The war as a whole may be divided broadly into three phases: the Ten Years’ War (also called, after the Spartan king, the Archidamian War), the Sicilian War, and the Decelean War.

(1) The Ten Years’ War (431–421 BC)

In March 431 BC, more than 300 men from Thebes, an ally of Sparta, launched a failed night attack on Plataea; some were killed in the fighting, and the 180 who were captured were promptly put to death — with this, the Peloponnesian War formally broke out. In May, the Spartan king Archidamus II led a Peloponnesian army to invade Attica, and the war entered its full scope. Pericles persuaded the Athenians to move their wives and children, together with all the property they could carry — even their doors, window frames, and livestock — into the city, or else to send them to the island of Euboea, adopting a policy of “clearing the fields and holding fast behind the walls.” As a result, the Peloponnesian army that first invaded Attica was unable to bring the Athenian army to battle in the open field, and withdrew after remaining in Attica for a month.

That same summer, Athens sent a fleet of 100 triremes to ravage the coast of the Peloponnese, and Pericles himself personally led an Athenian force to invade and lay waste to Megara (from this time until 424 BC, the Athenian army invaded Megara every year, in retaliation for Sparta’s repeated invasions of Attica).

In 430 BC, a severe plague broke out in Athens, killing roughly a quarter of the population. Witnessing the unending deaths within the city and the devastation of their farmland outside it, the citizens of Athens, in their grief and anger, began to grow doubtful of and dissatisfied with Pericles’s policies. Aristocratic and oligarchic elements seized the opportunity to stir up opposition to him. In September, Pericles — who had served fifteen consecutive years as chief general — was removed from office and charged with misappropriating public funds, for which he was fined a heavy sum. In March 429 BC, under pressure of circumstance, the Athenian citizenry again elected him chief general, but not long afterward he too died of the plague. That same winter, the Athenian army finally captured Potidaea, which it had besieged for a long time.

In February 428 BC, Mytilene, an important Athenian ally on the coast of Asia Minor, staged an aristocratic coup with Spartan backing and defected from Athens. Athens sent troops to suppress the revolt, forcing its surrender by the following summer. The Athenian citizen assembly passed a resolution to put to death more than a thousand people of Mytilene; the walls of the city were torn down, and its entire fleet was handed over to Athens.

In July 427 BC, aristocratic elements in Corcyra, with Corinthian backing, seized power, but part of the democratic faction held out in the citadel, and neither side could gain the upper hand; both sides went out to the countryside and offered slaves their freedom in exchange for support. The overwhelming majority of the slaves sided with the democrats, and the aristocratic faction was ultimately defeated, most of its members fleeing to take refuge in a temple. The democrats lured fifty of them out and put them to death; the rest of the aristocratic faction killed one another or took their own lives by hanging. With Athenian backing, the democrats went on killing members of the aristocratic faction for seven days.

In May 425 BC, Athens sent a fleet on an expedition toward Sicily, and along the way seized Pylos, at the southwestern tip of the Peloponnese, using it as a base from which to incite revolt among the Spartan Helot slaves. A great many Helots successively fled to join the Athenian forces there, posing a mortal threat to Sparta. Sparta made several attempts to retake Pylos but failed each time; it then sent troops to occupy the island of Sphacteria opposite it, and settled into a standoff with the Athenian forces. In July, Athenian reinforcements arrived at Pylos and captured Sphacteria, taking 292 prisoners, 120 of them sons of the Spartan nobility. Fearing for the safety of these captured young noblemen, Sparta no longer dared to attack the outskirts of Athens, and sued for peace, but was refused.

In the summer of 424 BC, Sparta decided to shift the center of the war to the northern shore of the Aegean, and sent an expeditionary force of 2,000 men across central Greece into the Chalcidice peninsula. In December, the Spartan army captured Amphipolis and a number of other places, and almost every Athenian ally city-state in the northeastern region of Greece defected to Sparta. In April 423 BC, the two sides concluded a one-year truce.

In 422 BC, Athens sent 30 ships, 1,200 heavy infantry, 300 cavalry, and some allied troops to Thrace; in September they recovered Torone and advanced to the walls of Amphipolis. A fierce battle was fought outside the city. Because of poor equipment and lax discipline, the greater part of the Athenian force was destroyed, and the hard-line generals who had championed war on both sides were killed in this engagement.

Exhausted by ten years of war, both sides concluded a peace treaty in April 421 BC, restoring the pre-war status quo and providing for a mutual exchange of prisoners and occupied territory. In May, the two sides further concluded a “Fifty Years’ Alliance,” under which each undertook an obligation to assist the other and to suppress slave revolts, and to maintain fifty years of peace. In practice, however, neither side showed any real good faith in honoring these agreements: apart from exchanging prisoners, neither side was willing to give up occupied territory, and none of the other outstanding issues was resolved. From this point on, the two sides remained essentially in a state of truce, while continuing to compete in armaments and diplomacy.

(2) The Sicilian War (415–413 BC)

In 416 BC, a dispute broke out on the island of Sicily between Egesta and Selinus over a matter of marriage and land. Selinus allied itself with Syracuse, Sparta’s ally in Sicily, and Egesta, in order to counter Selinus, sent representatives to Athens to seek aid. A fierce debate broke out in the Athenian assembly between Alcibiades, the general who led the war faction, and Nicias, the leader of the peace faction. Alcibiades was young, bold, and eloquent, but reckless and undisciplined; Nicias was worldly-wise, prudent, and cautious to a fault. Alcibiades won out in the debate, and the assembly resolved to send an expedition to Sicily, appointing Nicias, Alcibiades, and Lamachus as its three commanders, in the hope of “tempering strong wine with clear water” — that is, of having Nicias’s caution, Alcibiades’s impetuous courage, and Lamachus’s blunt recklessness balance and check one another.

On the night before the expedition set out, most of the herms — statues of Hermes, god of herding and commerce as well as protector of travelers and seafarers, which stood at crossroads throughout the city of Athens — were found mutilated, their faces defaced. This was taken both as an ill omen for the expedition and as a grave act of sacrilege. Aristocratic and oligarchic elements, along with Alcibiades’s political enemies, spread the rumor that this was part of a plot by Alcibiades to establish a “tyranny.”² Alcibiades demanded that the matter be investigated and tried before the expedition set sail, but his political enemies instead pressed for the expedition to depart at once, saying the matter could be tried after the fleet’s return. In truth, this was itself a conspiracy: had the assembly convened to try the case at that time, Alcibiades would have had the support of the expeditionary force behind him, but once he was at sea, he could be recalled with no such backing to rely on.

In June 415 BC, the Athenian fleet set out from Piraeus, rendezvoused with allied ships at Corcyra, and crossed the Adriatic Sea toward Sicily. This great fleet consisted of 134 triremes (100 of them Athenian) plus two 50-oared transport ships, carrying 5,100 heavy infantry, 1,300 light infantry, and 30 cavalry, along with numerous bakers, masons, and carpenters — more than 30,000 men in all. A great many merchant vessels also accompanied the expedition of their own accord, hoping to do business along the way.

Once the expedition reached Sicily, it attempted to form an alliance with Messina, but failed. It then made a surprise attack on Catana, sailed from there to Syracuse, landed and pillaged, fought its first skirmish with the Syracusan cavalry, and then withdrew again to Catana. At this point, the Athenian ship Salaminia arrived bearing an order from the assembly summoning Alcibiades and other implicated individuals home to stand trial. Alcibiades agreed to return, but slipped away during the voyage and soon defected to Sparta. The Athenian assembly, trying him in absentia, condemned him and his companions to death and confiscated all their property. Alcibiades then offered Sparta two pieces of advice: first, that Sparta should immediately send a fleet to aid Sicily; and second, that a Spartan land force should permanently occupy Decelea, near Athens. Sparta adopted both of these recommendations in full — advice that would deal Athens a mortal blow.

The two generals who remained in Sicily led the fleet along the northern coast of the island, and after capturing Hykkara sold its entire population into slavery, handing the land over to Egesta. Part of the Athenian army, together with Egestan cavalry, returned overland through the interior of Sicily to Catana, after which half the force was sent to attack Hybla in the region of Megara, but met with stubborn resistance and failed to take it. By winter, the Athenian expedition had begun besieging Syracuse from both land and sea, but in one fierce engagement Lamachus was killed, after which sole responsibility for command of the Athenian forces fell to Nicias. The Athenian expedition won a string of victories in the field and enjoyed ample supplies of food and matériel, so that many Greek city-states in Sicily and Italy went over to Athens’s side, and the people of Syracuse fell into near despair, with some of the city’s slaveholders beginning secret negotiations with Nicias to prepare for surrender.

In the spring of 414 BC, Spartan reinforcements arrived in Sicily. First, 700 Spartan reinforcements under the commander Gylippus landed at Himera on the northern coast of Sicily, and, joined by 1,000 Himeran light infantry, 100 cavalry, and 1,000 other Greeks, marched into Syracuse from the north, capturing several Athenian fortified positions. Later, twelve Corinthian ships broke through the Athenian naval blockade and entered the port of Syracuse. From this point on, the two sides fought fiercely on both the land and the sea. At the time, Athenian warships had light prows, and Athenian naval tactics generally relied on breaking through the enemy’s line, then circling around to strike at the enemy ship’s vulnerable stern or flank when the opportunity arose; the marines on the topmost deck were responsible for the fighting, while the oarsmen, seated on their tiered benches, handled the ship itself, with more than half their bodies exposed and virtually no protection. In response to these Athenian tactics, the Spartan navy modified the prows of its own ships, shortening and thickening them; in battle, its larger ships would maneuver against the enemy, ramming enemy ships head-on with their reinforced, hardened prows, while at the same time sending large numbers of smaller vessels alongside the enemy’s ships to kill the exposed oarsmen with javelins. The Athenians were entirely unprepared for this new Spartan tactic, and in one naval engagement six or seven of their ships were quickly rammed and sunk, with heavy losses among the oarsmen as well. From this time on, the myth of Athenian naval invincibility was shattered, and the Spartan navy gradually won the initiative at sea. Thereafter, almost all the Greek city-states of Sicily went over to Syracuse’s side; the slaves and hired sailors who rowed the Athenian ships began to desert, seriously weakening the fleet’s fighting power; and, exhausted by their long campaign far from home, the Athenians began to suffer supply shortages, with soldiers forced to venture far from the coast in search of firewood and drinking water, frequently coming under enemy attack and paying a heavy price.

In July 413 BC, at Nicias’s request, Demosthenes and Eurymedon led a second expeditionary force (72 ships, 5,000 heavy infantry, and 3,000 light infantry — 15,000 men in all) to Syracuse, and launched an immediate attack, ravaging the nearby countryside; but their siege engines were burned by the Syracusans, and the assault on the city failed. The Athenians then attempted a night attack on the Epipolae region, and were again badly defeated. At this point, the Athenians began to debate whether to withdraw; the two newly arrived generals favored withdrawing the army home, but Nicias, who was secretly in contact with slaveholders within the city who wished to surrender, believed Syracuse could not hold out much longer, and, fearing that he himself would be condemned or even put to death if he returned home, refused to agree to a withdrawal. After a month of Athenian indecision, Sparta’s second wave of reinforcements arrived at Syracuse, and troops from many Sicilian city-states gathered as well; the difficulties facing the Athenian army mounted by the day, more and more of its soldiers fell ill, and Nicias was finally forced to order a withdrawal. But just as they were preparing to withdraw, a lunar eclipse occurred on the night of August 27. Most of the Athenians took this as an evil omen, and Nicias, himself deeply superstitious, decided to wait a further three nine-day periods before withdrawing. The Spartan commander Gylippus seized this opportunity to organize 76 ships in an attack on the 86 Athenian ships, destroying the 18 ships commanded by Eurymedon (who was himself killed in the fighting), and blockading the remaining Athenian ships within the harbor of Syracuse. With their food now exhausted, the Athenians decided to send out their remaining 110 ships in a breakout attempt; although they at first quickly broke through the harbor barricades and scattered the enemy ships stationed there, they were soon intercepted by the Syracusan fleet waiting outside the harbor mouth. The fighting was extraordinarily fierce, and in the end the Athenian fleet was defeated, left with only 60 ships remaining, while Syracuse too had only 50 ships left.

At this point, Demosthenes proposed organizing the ships for another breakout attempt that very night, but almost no one responded to the call, and most of the men pinned their hopes instead on retreating overland. The next day, the remaining 40,000 men of the Athenian army organized a retreat, but every route of withdrawal had already been sealed off. Under constant harassment from Syracusan cavalry and light infantry, they found it desperately difficult to move, and suffered countless casualties. On the sixth day, the Syracusan cavalry caught up with the Athenian rearguard and surrounded and annihilated it in an olive grove; Demosthenes surrendered along with 6,000 men. On the seventh day, the Athenian vanguard too was surrounded; although Nicias fought desperately to break out that night, his force was wiped out at dawn on the eighth day upon reaching the Assinarus River, and Nicias himself surrendered along with 1,000 men. Once Nicias and Demosthenes had been marched into the city as prisoners, they were put to death at once. With this, the fighting in Sicily came to an end.

The Sicilian War was the turning point of the Peloponnesian War. In this campaign, the Athenian expeditionary force was annihilated in its entirety, and Athens lost its finest army and almost the whole of its fleet; its naval supremacy ceased to exist.

(3) The Decelean War (413–404 BC)

In the spring of 413 BC, a Spartan army once again invaded Attica, ravaging the villages of the plain and occupying Decelea, more than 20 kilometers from Athens, where it established a permanent fortified position, thereby gaining control of the richest part of the entire Athenian plain. The Peloponnesian War entered a new phase.

In the winter of 413 BC, Athens resolved to devote its entire remaining strength to building a new fleet, and by the following year had completed 150 triremes. Determined to destroy Athenian naval power once and for all, Sparta decided to ally itself with Persia. It first sent Alcibiades to Asia Minor to stir up trouble, instigating the defection of Miletus, Chios, Lesbos, and other Athenian allied city-states, until Samos was the only major allied state Athens could still rely on. But before long Alcibiades lost the trust of the Spartans, and Sparta dealt directly with Tissaphernes, the Persian satrap in Asia Minor, concluding three successive treaties with him in 412 BC, under which Sparta recognized Persian authority over the Greek city-states of Asia Minor, and Persia in turn provided funding for the Peloponnesian navy.

In March 411 BC, aristocratic and oligarchic elements in Athens, aided by certain naval commanders, staged a coup, overthrowing the democracy and establishing an oligarchic government. But because most of the sailors in the Athenian fleet (stationed at Samos) were supporters of democracy, they firmly refused to recognize the Athenian oligarchic government, and, taking advantage of the worsening relations between Alcibiades and Sparta, recalled him and even appointed him to overall command. Under Alcibiades’s command, the Athenian navy defeated the Peloponnesian fleet at Abydos in 411 BC and at Cyzicus the following year. Encouraged by these victories, in 410 BC the democratic faction, led by Cleophon, restored democratic government at Athens. During this period, Sparta at one point sued for peace, but Athens refused. In 408 BC, the Athenian navy recovered Byzantium, many city-states that had defected from Athens rejoined the Delian League once more, and Athens’s shipping route to the Black Sea was reopened. In 407 BC, Alcibiades led 200 triremes bearing large numbers of prisoners and spoils of war back to Athens, where he was elected chief general by the assembly, awarded a golden crown, and had all his confiscated property restored to him.

In the spring of 406 BC, Lysander, commander of the Peloponnesian fleet, took advantage of the complacency of the Athenian general left in temporary command while Alcibiades was away from the fleet, and won a victory at Notium, costing the Athenian navy fifteen triremes. Although the Battle of Notium was of little real military significance, and Alcibiades himself had taken no direct part in commanding it, he nevertheless came under suspicion and censure from the Athenian citizenry and was removed from his post. Alcibiades once again left Athens for the East. In 404 BC, he was assassinated by Persian agents while on his way to Phrygia.

The victory at Notium greatly enhanced Lysander’s prestige, and also emboldened Sparta’s allies, prompting a number of them to break away from Athens. Not long afterward, however, Lysander’s term of office expired and he was relieved of command. His successor, Callicratidas, on taking up his post, launched an aggressive attack on the Athenian fleet stationed at Samos, sinking 30 enemy ships at a single stroke and forcing the Athenian fleet to retreat in disarray to Mytilene. He then pressed his advantage, leading the Spartan fleet forward and blockading the entire Athenian fleet within Mytilene. In this moment of gravest crisis, Athens, exerting its very last reserves of strength, swiftly assembled a fleet of 110 ships, and, together with 40 allied warships, set out for Lesbos. On learning of this, Callicratidas left 50 ships behind to continue blockading the port of Mytilene, while he himself personally led more than 120 ships to intercept the Athenian relief fleet; the two forces met in the strait between the island of Lesbos and Asia Minor, near the Arginusae Islands, in what became the largest naval battle ever fought between Greeks. The Spartan fleet suffered a crushing defeat: 70 of its ships were sunk and Callicratidas himself was killed, while Athens lost only 25 ships. After the battle, the Athenian ships assigned to recover the bodies of the Athenian dead and rescue sailors who had fallen overboard were unable to complete their task because of a storm at sea; and, through the scheming of certain aristocratic and oligarchic elements, the eight generals who had commanded the battle were, as a result, sentenced to death (six were executed, two escaped). By the time the Athenians came to recognize the injustice of this verdict, it was already too late to undo. The Athenian navy was once again severely weakened.

After the Battle of Arginusae, at the urging of most of the city-states of the Peloponnesian League and with the support of the Persian prince Cyrus, Lysander was recalled to serve again, this time officially as deputy naval commander, though in practice he held actual command (Spartan law forbade any man from serving twice as supreme naval commander).

In the late summer of 405 BC, Lysander learned that the Athenians had left the coast of the Hellespont undefended, and at once led his forces by sea to surround and capture Lampsacus, an ally of Athens, thereby cutting off Athens’s grain-supply route. On receiving this news, Athens hurriedly dispatched its newly appointed naval commander Conon with 180 ships to the Hellespont; after resupplying with grain at Sestos, the Athenian fleet took up position at Aegospotami, directly across the strait from Lampsacus, intending to force a decisive battle with the Spartan navy. The Athenian fleet made the first move and attacked, but the Spartan fleet, under Lysander’s command, kept its formation and refused to engage. For three consecutive days the Athenian fleet sailed out and hurled insults, trying to provoke a battle, but the Spartan fleet still refused to move; as a result, the Athenian fleet grew increasingly arrogant and contemptuous of the enemy, believing the Spartans were simply afraid to fight. On the fifth day, after their customary taunting, the Athenian fleet returned to its own shore in a state of complete indiscipline, and most of the men left their ships and went ashore. Several small scout boats that Lysander had sent to observe Athenian activity spotted this and hurried back to report; the Spartan fleet swiftly closed on the beached Athenian ships, crushing the small number of Athenian soldiers who tried to resist and board their vessels, and capturing the vast majority of Athens’s now-empty ships — only nine ships, under the command of Conon himself, managed to break out and escape. Once ashore, the Spartan forces captured 3,000 Athenian soldiers who had had no time to arm themselves, and put every one of them to death.

After the Battle of Aegospotami, Lysander led his fleet in a swift sweep of the coast of Asia Minor and the Aegean, cutting off Athens’s sea lanes, and then led more than 200 warships to blockade Athens itself. Although Cleophon, the leader of the Athenian democrats, urged the Athenians to hold out and refuse surrender, four months later, with the city’s food supplies exhausted and no hope of relief, Cleophon was put to death by aristocratic and oligarchic elements, and Athens surrendered.

In April 404 BC, Sparta forced Athens to accept the following peace terms: Athens was to give up all its former possessions except Attica, Salamis, and two small islands in the northern Aegean; the Delian League was to be dissolved; Athens was to hand over its entire fleet to Sparta, keeping only twelve patrol vessels, and was never again to maintain a navy; the Athenians themselves were to tear down their own Long Walls; Athens was to join the Peloponnesian League and recognize Sparta as its leader; exiles were to be allowed to return home; and oligarchic government was to be restored. With this, the Peloponnesian War, which had lasted twenty-seven years, came to an end.

For both Athens and Sparta, this war was, at bottom, an unjust war fought to plunder slaves, land, raw materials, markets, and wealth, to carve out spheres of influence, and to contend for hegemony — and it brought the Greek people suffering and calamity on an unprecedented scale. The war inflicted severe damage on the Greek economy: large numbers of citizens were ruined, sources of manpower dwindled, farmland lay abandoned, and commerce and industry ground to a halt, so that the very foundations of city-state rule began to shake. The common people, left without adequate clothing or food, rose up again and again against the rule of the slaveholding class, hastening the decline of the Greek city-states. In the aftermath of the war, oligarchic rule was imposed everywhere, and its brutal governance provoked intense popular resentment; many city-states rose in revolt, and the Peloponnesian League itself moved toward disintegration. From this point on, the entire slaveholding city-state civilization of Greece sank into prolonged decline and crisis, until it was finally extinguished by the foreign power of Macedon in the first half of the 3rd century BC.



III. Commentary

The Peloponnesian War occupies an important place in the ancient military history of the West. Throughout the war, the struggle to win allies and command of the sea ran continuously through every phase; operations to seize control of maritime trade routes, to blockade the enemy from the sea, and to invade enemy territory were all carried out on a very large scale, and mobile land operations combined with coordinated land-and-sea action became crucial factors in achieving victory — all of which exerted a profound influence on the later military development of Greece and of Western Europe. Although more than 2,400 years have now passed since this war was fought, it remains of great value in helping us understand the origin and development of Western military thought, and in studying the ways in which politics shapes and constrains war and military affairs.

(1) External Expansion Combined with Internal Repression Was the Foremost Political Factor behind Athens’s Final Defeat

The reason the Peloponnesian War is regarded by modern scholars as a kind of “world war” of antiquity is that the system of city-state alliances played a role in the conflict that should not be underestimated. Relations among the various city-states during the war were extraordinarily complex: it was not simply a contest for hegemony between Sparta and Athens, but a tangle of conflicts and constant struggle among the smaller city-states as well, some of which even switched allegiance back and forth between the two sides. Even as the two great powers were locked in their own struggle, each was also kept busy suppressing revolts among its own allies. Comparatively speaking, however, Athens’s exploitation of its allies was harsher, and its methods of suppression more brutal, and this sowed the seeds of its own eventual ruin. The massacre of more than a thousand people of Mytilene after its “defection,” and the seven days of slaughter of the aristocratic faction that Athens instigated the democrats of Corcyra to carry out after the “Corcyrean revolution,” are typical examples of this. As a result, relations between Athens and its various allied states remained extremely unstable; as Athens fought its wars on ever more fronts, it demanded ever greater tribute from its allies, deepening their resentment, so that once Athens suffered defeat, its alliance collapsed with great speed. Sparta, by contrast, exercised over the Peloponnesian League a leadership that was chiefly military in character, interfering comparatively little in the internal affairs of its allied states, so that its alliance remained relatively stable; the Spartans, moreover, repeatedly and easily won the support of Athens’s own allied states simply by raising the banner of “liberation.” Of course, in its determination to dominate Greece, Sparta allied itself with its old enemy Persia against the Delian League — a move that, even as it hastened Athens’s downfall, also stored up trouble for Sparta itself. Not long afterward, Sparta and Persia quickly went to war over control of the cities of Asia Minor, a conflict that dragged on until 386 BC and utterly extinguished what remained of Greece’s golden age.

(2) Fierce and Brutal Internal Strife Was an Important Internal Cause of Athens’s Defeat

In both its length and its scale, the Peloponnesian War was without precedent in Greek history; even as it brought unprecedented devastation to the whole of the Greek world, it also laid bare the deep contradictions that ran through Greek slaveholding society at the time — between slave and slaveholder, between wealthy citizens and ordinary citizens, between democrats and aristocratic oligarchs, between great states and small, and between the two rival hegemonic powers themselves. In this contest for supremacy, both Sparta and Athens emerged badly wounded, and both fell, after the war, into prolonged decline and crisis; but because the internal contradictions and strife within Athens were more severe, it lost its strength more quickly and more completely, and was ultimately the one forced to surrender. On the one hand, factional struggle within Athens repeatedly cost it the services of its most capable commanders, and this was a principal reason for its repeated defeats in the war. Alcibiades was a man of great courage and cunning and an outstanding commander; not long after he was restored to overall command of the Athenian fleet, he twice inflicted heavy defeats on the Peloponnesian fleet and swiftly recovered Athenian control of the Aegean. And yet, as the man who had originated and principally led the Sicilian expedition, he had, not long after the war began, been recalled to stand trial over the affair of the mutilated herms — a case carefully engineered by aristocratic, oligarchic elements and his own political enemies — and he subsequently defected to Sparta, where he not only revealed the whole of Athens’s plan of attack but also offered Sparta two highly effective strategic recommendations, becoming a principal cause of Athens’s catastrophic defeat in Sicily. Later, Athens dismissed him once again over a minor defeat in which he bore little real responsibility and had not even been directly in command. After the Athenian navy won its great victory at Arginusae, the eight generals who had directly commanded the battle were, through the scheming of aristocratic and oligarchic elements, all sentenced to death simply because their forces had failed to properly carry out the recovery of Athenian bodies and the rescue of sailors who had fallen into the sea (six were executed, two fled). At a time when Athens was already desperately short of capable commanders, putting to death its own battle-tested and outstanding generals was nothing less than crippling itself by its own hand, and the Battle of Arginusae accordingly proved to be Athens’s last true victory. On the other hand, class conflict within Athens grew ever more acute, and the flight of slaves had an even greater impact on Athenian military strength. The flight of slaves was a common form taken by class struggle within slaveholding societies generally. After the fall of Pylos, it was precisely the Helot revolt that caused Sparta’s defeat in the fighting there. In the aftermath of the war, Sparta too, owing to the ruin of many of its citizens and the sharply polarized distribution of land and social wealth within it, was gripped by intense class conflict and prolonged instability. During the war itself, slaves fled from both sides, but because slavery was more deeply developed in Athens, its class contradictions were correspondingly sharper, and the flight of its slaves did correspondingly greater damage to its military strength.

(3) Overestimating Itself and Underestimating Its Adversary Was an Important Cause of Athens’s Catastrophic Defeat in the Sicilian Expedition

The complete destruction of the Athenian fleet in the Sicilian expedition was the decisive turning point of the Peloponnesian War; from that moment on, Athens lost its naval supremacy, and the balance of power between the two sides changed fundamentally. The decision to launch the Sicilian expedition was, from the start, a mistaken one. First, from a strategic standpoint, sending the fleet to Sicily meant that the Athenian navy gave up the firm control it had previously held over the waters surrounding the Greek peninsula, and abandoned the strong support the navy had provided to Athenian land operations, turning the Athenian fleet into an isolated force, far from home and without reliable reinforcement. Second, from a political standpoint, this decision seriously undermined the morale and fighting spirit of the Athenian navy. What had once been a war fought in defense of the homeland had now become a war of aggression against Sicily, and as the campaign dragged on without resolution, popular sentiment grew unsettled and morale collapsed entirely, greatly weakening the fleet’s fighting capacity. Third, from the standpoint of the decision-making process itself, the Sicilian expedition was launched with extraordinary recklessness. Before setting out, the Athenians understood very little about Sicily — most did not even know its size or population — and, blindly optimistic, made none of the preparations they ought to have made. Although Nicias and some others opposed the expedition, most Athenian citizens, swept up by Alcibiades’s inflammatory rhetoric, were filled with excited anticipation for the venture: the young hoped to broaden their horizons and see distant lands; the great slaveholders and merchants hoped to gain still more land and wealth through the expedition; and ordinary people simply knew they could earn wages during the campaign. The 100 triremes that set sail at the outset, fully rigged and ready, anchored in the port of Piraeus, fully equipped, superbly outfitted, and magnificent to behold, “looked more like a demonstration meant to display the power and grandeur of Athens than like an expeditionary force setting out to attack an enemy.” To fail to understand one’s enemy is to “not know the other”; to lose oneself in complacent, blind self-confidence is to “not know oneself.” To launch a campaign heedlessly, knowing neither oneself nor one’s enemy, is to commit one of the gravest errors a commander can make — and this is exactly what ultimately trapped Athens in the impossible dilemma of being unable either to win the fight or to break it off.

(4) The Poor Choice of Commanders and Their Incompetent Command Directly Led to Athens’s Defeats on the Battlefield

When two armies face each other on the battlefield, the contest is, first and foremost, a contest of wisdom and courage between their respective commanders. Looking back over the whole of Athens’s defeats in the Peloponnesian War, their most direct cause lies in poor choices in the selection of commanders and in their faulty conduct of operations in the field. First, the selection and pairing of commanders was itself ill-conceived. In the Sicilian expedition, the Athenian assembly appointed Alcibiades, Nicias, and Lamachus jointly as commanders of the expeditionary force, intending that each should compensate for the others’ weaknesses — but the result was, in fact, extremely damaging to the Athenian fleet. On the one hand, the two principal commanders held diametrically opposed views on the wisdom of the expedition itself — Alcibiades championed war, Nicias championed peace — and these two factions, utterly incompatible, drained the expedition’s strength through constant internal friction. On the other hand, the three men were so different in temperament that they could scarcely work together, and each had glaring weaknesses of his own. Alcibiades, though bold and resourceful, was consumed by his pursuit of fame and fortune and his craving for glory, and this directly led to the mistaken decision to launch the expedition in the first place; Lamachus was a seasoned and experienced commander, but one who lacked strategic judgment, and his rashness and recklessness not only caused heavy losses to his troops but cost him his own life as well; and Nicias, the senior commander, was so cautious, conservative, and indecisive that he allowed the Athenian expeditionary fleet to miss one opportunity after another, ultimately leading the fleet to its doom. Second, there were grave errors in battlefield command itself, and this was especially evident in Nicias’s conduct during the Sicilian campaign. He commanded in a state of perpetual hesitation and indecision, lacking resolve, failing to act decisively, and applying tactics with no flexibility, so that he made one command error after another. In directing the naval battles, he confined his fleet the whole time within the narrow harbor, where its numbers could not be deployed to advantage and the superiority of its larger ships could not be brought to bear — allowing instead the smaller Syracusan vessels to exploit the terrain, and passively permitting the Syracusan navy to seal off the mouth of the harbor and complete its blockade. In the final, decisive engagement, even though his fleet still outnumbered that of Syracuse, Nicias failed to press a resolute breakout, and thereby lost the very last chance of survival. Sparta, by contrast, not only took in the Athenian defector Alcibiades but boldly adopted the strategies he offered, and moreover entrusted him with real responsibility, allowing him to successfully engineer the defection of Athens’s allied city-states in Asia Minor. And after suffering a string of naval defeats, Sparta did not hesitate to violate its own ancestral laws and customs in order to reinstate Lysander in command. At the Battle of Aegospotami, Lysander first cut off Athens’s grain-supply route, forcing the Athenian fleet to hurry to that spot to seek a decisive battle; then, after several days of standoff, once the Athenian fleet’s contempt for the enemy, complacency, and lack of discipline had reached their peak, he decisively launched his fleet in attack, and won a crushing victory over the Athenian fleet.

(5) Rigid, Inflexible Tactics and an Adherence to Outdated Convention Were Another Important Reason for Athens’s Defeats in Battle

When the Spartans first fought the Athenians at sea, they did not even possess the seamanship needed to handle their ships in rough water, and as a result they lost more naval battles than they won in the early stages of the war. And yet, after many years of war, it was the Spartans who, at the Battle of Aegospotami, dealt a single crushing blow to the Athenians, who had dominated the seas for decades — a victory that laid the foundation for Sparta’s final triumph. Tactically speaking, the Spartan navy was skilled at drawing lessons from its own experience and constantly innovating its tactics, while the Athenian navy, unwilling to advance and clinging rigidly to convention, continued to rely on the same crude, old-fashioned tactics throughout — and this was an important reason for its defeat. In the naval battles at Syracuse, the Athenian fleet stuck to its old tactics, generally attempting first to break through the enemy’s formation and then to circle around and strike at the weak stern or flank of an enemy ship when the opportunity arose. But the Syracusan general Hermocrates, recognizing the weakness of the Athenian ships’ light prows, had thoroughly refitted the prows of his own ships before the battle, shortening and reinforcing them so that, in a head-on collision, they could pierce straight through an enemy ship’s bow. In the actual fighting, the Syracusan fleet used its larger ships to engage the enemy directly, ramming enemy prows head-on with their reinforced, hardened bows, while at the same time sending large numbers of small vessels alongside the enemy’s ships to hurl sharp javelins at their oarsmen. The Athenian ships were quickly wrecked, and their utterly unprotected oarsmen suffered terrible casualties as well. At the Battle of Aegospotami, Lysander sent out scouting vessels to reconnoiter at close range, extending his range of observation and allowing him to grasp, in a timely fashion, the precise details of the Athenian fleet’s complacency and lack of discipline; he also made creative use of polished bronze shields to flash signals for the attack, enabling the Spartan fleet to communicate with its own scout boats at considerable distances according to a prearranged code — and it was this that guaranteed the success of the fleet’s surprise attack.



Notes


	Around 525 BC, Sparta — the largest slaveholding city-state on the Peloponnesian peninsula — used military coercion to bring most of the Greek city-states of the peninsula (with the exception of a few small states such as Argos and Achaea) into an alliance under its own leadership, the Peloponnesian League, in order to jointly suppress slave uprisings and safeguard aristocratic, oligarchic rule. Later, a number of city-states in central Greece and on the island of Sicily also joined this league.


	Tyranny (tyrannis) refers to the seizure of power by force and the establishment of one-man rule. In the course of the formation of the Greek city-states between the 8th and 6th centuries BC, many of them passed through a period of rule by tyrants; the tyranny of this early period is generally described as pursuing a policy of suppressing the old clan aristocracy while favoring the rising commercial and manufacturing classes. After Solon’s reforms at Athens, tyrants grew increasingly arrogant, extravagant, and despotic, provoking the lasting resentment of the Athenian common people.










Chapter 3: Alexander’s Eastern Campaigns (334–323 BC)

Alexander’s Eastern Campaigns were a war of aggressive conquest waged against the Persian Empire of western Asia by a combined Greek and Macedonian army, built around a Macedonian core, under the command of Alexander, king of Macedon. The war began in 334 BC and ended in 323 BC, lasting ten years in all. Leading 40,000 infantry and more than 5,000 cavalry, Alexander fought hundreds of engagements — river crossings, sieges, and battles in mountains, on open plains, in deserts, and in tropical rainforest — and won several great pitched battles that stunned the world, defeating the successive armies, numbering in the millions, that Darius III assembled against him. He swept across the whole of Persian territory, campaigning through Asia Minor, Phoenicia, Syria, Arabia, Egypt, Parthia, and Bactria, before finally advancing into the western regions of India. The war brought about the destruction of the Persian Empire and the founding of Alexander’s own empire. Though this vast empire — stretching from the Balkan peninsula in the west to the Nile in the south and the Indus River in the east, spanning the three continents of Europe, Asia, and Africa — did not endure for long, it exerted a profound influence on the subsequent course of ancient Western history and on the development of civilization in both East and West.

As one of the great military commanders, statesmen, strategists, and army leaders of the ancient West, Alexander’s military achievements, his bold vision and strategic genius, his diplomatic skill, his thinking on army-building, his conduct of operations, and his strategy and tactics together added a brilliant chapter to the history of ancient warfare. The great pitched battles he fought have proven an inexhaustible wellspring for later students of military history. As the foremost of the West’s “Four Great Captains” (Alexander, Hannibal, Caesar, and Napoleon), Alexander’s military accomplishments reached a truly extraordinary peak. In choosing to study this battle case, and in giving Alexander the recognition he is due, our purpose is to examine the military history and scholarly achievements of the ancient West through an Eastern, modern lens. Studying the “Four Great Captains” of the ancient West — Alexander foremost among them — will greatly benefit us in broadening our historical and global perspective and in deepening our grasp of Marxist historical materialism.


I. The Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

Macedon lay at the northernmost edge of the Greek homeland; its western region was densely forested mountain country, known as Upper Macedon, while its eastern coastal region consisted of fertile plains well suited to farming and herding, known as Lower Macedon. This region entered the age of civilization considerably later than most of Greece, and it was not until the end of the 5th century and the beginning of the 4th century BC — that is, after the Greco-Persian Wars and the Peloponnesian War — that the kingdom of Macedon had the opportunity to develop and grow strong.

In 359 BC, Philip II came to the throne. This bold and visionary ruler had, from childhood, been raised as a hostage at the court of Thebes, where he absorbed a wealth of knowledge in statecraft and military command; upon taking the throne, he immediately carried out effective political and military reforms, and worked hard to develop the economy. Philip adopted a system combining a standing army with mercenary forces, and decreed that every able-bodied man must serve in the infantry or cavalry. Taking the Theban phalanx as his foundation and adapting it to the particular strengths of the Macedonian army, which was built around its infantry, he created the famous “Macedonian phalanx.” Over roughly twenty years of campaigning in every direction, suppressing rebellions, subduing neighboring states, opening sea routes, and seizing forest and mineral resources, Philip won one victory after another. From this point, the whole of Greece, with the exception of Sparta, was forced to submit to Macedonian rule, and Philip became its de facto hegemon. He subsequently organized the Greek city-states into the “League of Corinth,” a pan-Hellenic alliance. Each member city recognized Macedonian leadership of the league while retaining its own independent status. The league’s charter forbade war among the Greeks themselves, and it also established a combined pan-Hellenic army, with Philip as its supreme commander, in order to organize and lead a campaign of retaliation against Persia.

In July 336 BC, Philip was assassinated while presiding over the wedding celebration of his own daughter. The king’s sudden death left the allied army without a commander, and the planned eastern campaign had to be shelved for the time being. Philip’s death set off unrest among the Greek city-states, bringing with it revolts by several subject peoples, and the newly formed pan-Hellenic league faced the danger of collapse. And yet Philip’s death also created the opportunity for his son Alexander to display his own remarkable abilities. A student of the great Greek philosopher Aristotle, Alexander was only twenty years old at the time, yet already possessed of genius far beyond what he had been formally taught. Two years earlier, at the Battle of Chaeronea, he had commanded the Macedonian left-wing cavalry, leading a decisive and courageous charge that shattered the combined army of Athens and Thebes, and thereby made his name known throughout the Greek city-states. On coming to the throne, aided by the veteran general Antipater, he moved at once to put down the unrest with lightning speed, first stabilizing the situation at home; he then marched his army south, where, with the speed of a thunderbolt, he crushed the Theban rebellion, and went on to press Athens and overawe the whole of Greece. Having won the recognition and support of Athens, his most important ally, Alexander not only secured his position within the pan-Hellenic “League of Corinth” but succeeded his father as supreme commander of the allied army. Once he had stabilized the situation in Greece, he publicly declared his intention to lead the allied army, without delay, on the eastern campaign against the Persian Empire that had originally been planned.

The Persian Empire had risen rapidly to power in the latter half of the 6th century BC. Not long after its founding, it began pushing steadily westward, subjugating and enslaving the Greek city-states along the coast of Asia Minor. By the 5th century BC it had launched open wars of aggression against the Greek homeland itself, thereby becoming Greece’s bitter and lasting enemy. During its third expedition against Greece, the Persian army had ravaged and plundered every Greek settlement outside the Peloponnese, and in particular had burned the temple of Athena and destroyed the ancient city of Athens, branding a wound on the Greek psyche that would never fully heal, and that the Greeks had long regarded as an unavenged disgrace. During the Peloponnesian War, Persia had once again colluded with Sparta, not only reviving its own military activity in the Aegean but also meddling in Greek internal conflicts and interfering in the internal affairs of the Greek world — conduct deeply resented by the Greek city-states. For this reason, the great majority of Greek states had always regarded Persia as their mortal enemy, and were ready to seek their revenge.

In 336 BC, Codomannus was placed on the Persian throne under the name Darius III. No sooner had he come to power than he found himself confronting a grave crisis both at home and abroad. The western regions of the empire — Asia Minor, Phoenicia, Egypt, and elsewhere — were by now thoroughly discontented with Persian servitude and oppression, and hoped to throw off Persian rule and win their independence; they had already begun secretly communicating with the Greek city-states and preparing for armed resistance. This state of affairs offered Alexander highly favorable conditions for his invasion of Persia.

The Strategic Intentions and Force Deployment of the Greek Allied Army

Because its navy was no match for that of Persia, the Greek allied army planned to advance by land, taking a roundabout route: circling around through northern Greece and heading east, crossing today’s Dardanelles, first attacking the region of Asia Minor, then advancing along the coastline, cutting off Persia’s naval bases one after another, and finally seizing Egypt, thereby thoroughly destroying the land bases the Persian navy depended on and forcing its collapse. From there, the plan called for a direct thrust into the Persian heartland to conquer the entire Persian Empire. The Greek allied expeditionary force, under Alexander’s overall command, numbered roughly 40,000 infantry and 5,000 cavalry, of which the Macedonian regulars trained personally by Philip II accounted for roughly a third of the total; in addition, the allies maintained a fleet of 160 ships in the Aegean. In terms of total numbers, whether on land or at sea, the allied forces were far outmatched by those of the Persian Empire, but the allied army was well organized and strictly disciplined, and possessed formidable fighting power. Its “Macedonian phalanx” and its long “sarissa” spears would go on to play an enormous role over the ten years of war that followed.

The Strategic Intentions and Force Deployment of the Persian Army

Persia’s intention was to keep the Greek allied army from ever crossing its borders, and to meet it in direct confrontation on land. To this end, it repeatedly drew troops from deep within Persian territory to form massive armies to oppose the Greek allied advance, and in the three principal pitched battles fought on Persian soil, the total forces Persia concentrated eventually reached into the millions. However, because the Persian army commanded by Darius was drawn from the many peoples of his vast empire, and consisted for the most part of mercenary troops, its loyalty, discipline, and overall quality were all far inferior to those of the Greek allied army, and its combat power as a whole was weak. Darius III’s plan was that, even as he pressed his land offensive, he would also work, through bribery, intimidation, subversion, and other means, to undermine the Greek alliance from within, while secretly colluding with Sparta, in the hope of stirring up unrest within the Greek city-states and thereby weakening and disrupting Alexander’s rear base of operations.



II. The Course of the Campaign

In early 334 BC, Alexander set out from his capital, Pella (in what is now the Florina region of northern Greece), leading the Greek allied army (hereafter “the allied army”) on its expedition against Persia. In May of that year, the allied army crossed the Hellespont (today’s Dardanelles) and set foot on the soil of Asia Minor, and with that the war of eastern conquest had begun.

(1) The Battle of the Granicus (June 334 BC)

Faced with Alexander’s advance, the Persian governors (satraps) of Asia Minor quickly gathered their forces in response, assembling a combined total of 20,000 cavalry and nearly 20,000 Greek mercenary infantry. In June of that year, the Persian army arrived at the Granicus River, resolving to make its stand there against the Greek allied army. They arrayed themselves for battle with their cavalry in the first line, deployed along the riverbank in a position to strike down the enemy as it attempted to cross; their infantry (the Greek mercenaries) formed the second line, positioned on high ground near the river, ready to hold their position from the advantage of higher ground.

By the time the Greek allied army reached the west bank of the Granicus, it was already noon. Having heard his scouts’ report on the enemy’s dispositions and learning that the river could be forded on foot at the point in front of him, Alexander immediately decided to launch an attack at once. He swiftly arranged his battle formation, placing his cavalry on the two wings with his infantry phalanx in the center. He ordered his deputy commander Parmenion to command the left wing and Philotas to command the center, while he himself took personal command of the right wing, leading the charge himself. At the same time, he sent a detachment of cavalry to make a feint downstream along the riverbank, luring part of the Persian force to respond there, so as to obscure the true direction of the allied army’s main thrust. In the fighting, the Macedonian cavalry was the first to close with the enemy, and the Persians met them boldly with a hail of arrows and javelins. In an instant, the two sides were locked in a general melee. In the thick of the fighting, Alexander was the first to strike down the son-in-law of the Persian king, but his own spear snapped in the process. He took another spear from an aide, and, after felling several more enemy officers, this spear too broke. At this critical, hair’s-breadth moment, his friend Cleitus dashed to his side and cut down an enemy officer who was about to strike him down with a scimitar. Under the fierce onslaught of the Greek cavalry, the Persian line fell into disarray. The Greek infantry then surged up onto the riverbank in great numbers, fighting with ever greater ferocity, and the Persian forces, no longer able to hold their ground, began to scatter and flee in every direction. Because he so deeply resented the Greek mercenaries who had come to fight for Persia against their own people, Alexander ordered his forces to concentrate on surrounding the Greek mercenaries positioned in the enemy’s second line, abandoning the pursuit of the fleeing Persian cavalry. As a result, of these Greek mercenaries, 2,000 were taken prisoner, and virtually all the rest were cut down; on the Persian cavalry side, only around 1,000 men were killed, the rest managing to escape on horseback. This defeat cost Persia heavily — not only in infantry killed, but in the loss of several dozen of its officers as well.

Victory at the Granicus greatly enhanced the reputation of Alexander and his Greek allied army. After a brief pause, he pressed on eastward, and the various cities of western Asia Minor, such as Sardis and Ephesus, surrendered one after another, so that in barely three months he had cleared away all obstacles along the eastern shore of the Aegean, opened a direct sea route back to the Greek homeland, and gained control of the region’s key political and economic centers. He then implemented a policy of “liberation” in these territories, introducing democratic government and establishing new local administrations.

(2) The Battle of Issus (October 333 BC)

The Greek allied army’s advance southward proceeded very smoothly, and it soon entered Cappadocia. Along the way, Alexander received many envoys, and every stronghold on both banks of the Halys River submitted to him in earnest good faith. During this same period, Darius III had also completed his preparations to take the field. According to the historical record, he led a regular army of roughly 200,000 men, together with a mixed force gathered from various regions, for a combined total of some 300,000 or more. The Persian army was equipped with large numbers of chariots, including a royal guard escorted by cavalry, and, in October 333 BC, advanced to Sochi (northeast of today’s İskenderun, Turkey), where it made camp, preparing to concentrate its forces and seize the favorable terrain at Issus, to block the Greek allied army and give battle at a moment of its own choosing.

On learning, during his own march, that Darius III had seized Issus, Alexander at once concentrated his forces and marched to engage him; the allied army advanced and deployed for battle at the same time, adjusting its formation as it moved. At this point, the total force available for the advance numbered just over 20,000 infantry and roughly 5,000-odd cavalry. Alexander, who always rode at the head of the column, having reconnoitered the terrain, discovered that the Persian army had prepared its battle positions on the north bank of the Pinarus River; he therefore ordered his forces to seize the high ground first, and then had his main cavalry force ford the river swiftly, catching the Persian defenders on the near bank off guard and establishing a forward position on the north bank. He then climbed a rise and discovered that Darius’s main headquarters was positioned behind the Persian phalanx; he therefore personally followed his cavalry across the river and made straight for the front line of battle.

Once the leading elements of the cavalry had crossed the Pinarus, they seized several pieces of high ground on the north bank after a sharp skirmish, ensuring that the Greek allied army could deploy smoothly as it advanced. Alexander adopted a battle formation with the phalanx in the center and cavalry on both wings. From the very start, the fighting was extremely fierce. The Macedonian central phalanx, advancing, met with stubborn resistance from Persia’s regular troops. The two sides became locked in a grinding struggle on the battlefield, with opportunities for victory appearing and vanishing in an instant, each side alternately advancing and giving ground; infantry and cavalry alike were caught up in a desperate, precarious fight, and for a time the outcome hung in the balance.

Darius III was entirely unprepared for so sudden and fierce an assault by the Greek allied army, and he had no real sense of its true combat strength. Once the battle was underway, although the Persian troops fought with great tenacity, Darius III himself lacked any experience in commanding a battle, and was unable to redeploy his forces flexibly in response to the changing situation, leaving him powerless to cope with the rapidly evolving crisis. Alexander, by contrast, once again displayed his brilliance as a commander: at the critical moment of the battle, he sharply detected a gap that had opened between the Persian infantry and cavalry, and immediately threw a portion of his own elite cavalry, kept close at hand, into that gap, tearing open a breach in the enemy line; he then redirected his elite cavalry on the right wing to drive straight at Darius’s own command headquarters.

Darius, who had never before witnessed the reality of a battlefield, was thrown into terror at the sight of the carnage and the piles of dead on both sides; and when he suddenly saw Alexander himself leading a cavalry charge directly toward his own tent, his nerve broke entirely and he lost all self-control. Heedless of every consequence, he personally seized the reins of a chariot and fled the field in a panic. With its supreme commander gone, the Persian army’s situation changed in an instant: first, part of its cavalry abandoned the fight and withdrew from the battlefield; then the entire phalanx broke apart, and its infantry scattered in headlong flight.

With victory for the allied army now assured, Alexander ordered part of his force to pursue and destroy the fleeing enemy. He himself gave chase in the direction Darius III had fled, riding hard for some fifteen kilometers before finally calling off the pursuit at nightfall and returning to camp. In this battle, the Persian army suffered a catastrophic defeat, losing some 200,000 infantry and cavalry killed; every ethnic contingent that had taken part in the battle scattered in flight; and Darius III’s mother, wife, and two daughters were all taken captive, with the whole of the Persian baggage train falling into allied hands. The allied army lost more than 450 men killed and more than 4,500 wounded. That the Greek allied army, with barely 30,000 men, defeated a Persian army more than 300,000 strong stands as one of the most celebrated examples in ancient warfare of victory won through inferior numbers and the skillful application of strategy and tactics.

Through his victory at Issus, Alexander secured the strategic initiative in the war against Persia. Rather than continuing to pursue the defeated Darius III, he adhered to his established strategic plan, marching south into Phoenicia and Arabia, so as first to seize Persia’s outlying territories.

(3) The Sieges of Tyre and Gaza (January–November 332 BC)

In January 332 BC, the allied army arrived before the city of Tyre (today’s Sur, Lebanon). Tyre stood on a small island just off the coast, its high, strong walls separated from the allied army by open sea, and it served as an important supply base for the Persian navy. On reaching the seashore, Alexander, after surveying the site, decided to build a causeway from the mainland, connecting it directly to Tyre so as to link the island to the shore. Around the construction and destruction of this causeway, the two sides engaged in a fierce and unrelenting contest of wits. This situation made clear to Alexander that he would need to assemble a naval fleet of considerable size, since without naval support for his advance, there seemed to be no way to take the city of Tyre. This realization was soon put into action: he issued orders to a number of his newly submitted vassal states, requisitioning part of their fleets to form a combined navy of more than 200 ships, drawn chiefly from Phoenicia and Cyprus.

After more than half a year of preparation, and following continuous contests of strength both on land and at sea, the causeway leading to Tyre was at last essentially complete. In August 332 BC, under cover of a powerful supporting fleet, the Greek allied army finally launched a full assault from every direction and breached the formidable fortifications of Tyre. Within the city, the citizens of Tyre and foreign residents together suffered 8,000 killed, and roughly 30,000 were taken captive; the allied army lost only just over 400 men killed.

After the fall of Tyre, the allied army continued south, with Egypt as its objective. Along the way, however, it encountered the city of Gaza, which refused to submit. In September, the allied army launched an assault on Gaza but failed to take the city, and Alexander himself was wounded in the fighting. Reflecting on why the assault on the city had failed, he examined the local terrain and decided to build an earthen rampart level with and opposite the city walls — in effect, constructing a second wall to encircle the entire city. By the end of October, after nearly two months of siege and hardship, Gaza could hold out no longer and was taken by the allied army. Every man in the city was killed in the fighting, and all the women and children were sold into slavery.

With the fall of Gaza, Persia’s connection to the western Mediterranean was completely severed. Alexander had achieved his aim of controlling the sea from the land, thereby weakening the link between Persia and the West. But there remained, to the south, one further task: to press on into Egypt and liberate its people from Persian rule. Egypt had once again been conquered and reduced to a mere province by Persia in 343 BC. The occupying Persian forces, unfamiliar with Egyptian customs, had wantonly desecrated Egyptian temples, slaughtered sacred cattle, and cruelly oppressed and exploited the Egyptian people, who had long since come to detest them bitterly. In the winter of 332 BC, Alexander led his army into Egypt, where he was met with an enthusiastic welcome by the Egyptian people. On reaching the capital, Memphis, he made sacrifices to the Egyptian gods there, was crowned Pharaoh (king) of Egypt, and held a grand celebration, organizing athletic and cultural competitions.

(4) The Battle of Gaugamela (October 331 BC)

On September 25, 331 BC, Alexander led the allied army to the vicinity of Nineveh, where he halted beside the ruins of this ancient capital of the Assyrian Empire. His advance guard brought in a captured Persian prisoner, from whose interrogation Alexander learned that the great army commanded by Darius III was encamped at the village of Gaugamela, only fifty li from the allied army. He immediately decided to halt his own advance and rest his troops in place, so as to gather further intelligence before engaging the Persian army in a decisive battle.

Reconnaissance revealed that Darius III’s preparations for battle had been extremely thorough. He had conscripted several hundred thousand infantry (by some accounts as many as a million, though the true figure was likely closer to 300,000) from the twenty-four peoples and tribes of the Persian Empire, together with 45,000 cavalry, 200 scythed chariots, and fifteen war elephants. After more than a year of drilling, this so-called army of a million men presented, at least on the surface, a display of overwhelming military might, seemingly poised for certain victory. Darius III attributed his defeat at Issus to the constricted terrain of the battlefield, which had prevented him from making full use of his superiority in numbers and cavalry. This time, upon learning that Alexander had already begun advancing eastward against Persia, he had immediately marched his army into Mesopotamia, hoping to block the Greek allied army, and had deliberately chosen the battlefield of Gaugamela — a plain more than twenty li wide and long in every direction — so as to give his massive army room to deploy. To make the most of the power of his scythed chariots, Darius even had the terrain artificially modified, leveling small mounds across the plain to facilitate his troop deployments. By contrast, the Greek allied army was far smaller in number; although Alexander’s own forces had grown somewhat since Issus, they still amounted to no more than 40,000 infantry and 7,000 cavalry in total. Even so, the strength of the Macedonian phalanx remained as formidable as ever, and its combat experience, too, was now considerably richer than it had been two years before.

At dawn on October 1, as the sun rose and the morning mist slowly cleared, the Greek allied army began to advance. As the two armies drew closer together, Alexander, rather than ordering his troops forward in the customary direct assault, instead shifted his formation obliquely to the right, aiming to strike at the enemy’s left wing. Not knowing what to make of this, Darius III also ordered his own forces to shift toward the allied army’s right, which had the effect of moving his own troops almost entirely off the ground that had been specially leveled for his chariots. Darius, realizing that once his chariots left this prepared ground they would lose their effectiveness, ordered his left-wing cavalry to move swiftly around to block any further rightward movement by the allied forces.

Alexander instantly grasped Darius III’s intention, and quickly dispatched infantry to block the move, but these were driven back by the Persians’ overwhelmingly superior cavalry. Alexander at once sent forward a further body of cavalry as reinforcement, while Darius III likewise massed still more cavalry of his own, and the two sides were soon locked in a fierce cavalry melee.

The Persian army held an overwhelming numerical advantage, and its cavalry and horses, moreover, were protected by armor, inflicting considerable losses on the allied forces. Even so, the Macedonian cavalry managed to hold firm against the Persian cavalry’s charge. Seeing this, Darius III urgently ordered his scythed chariots on the left to charge the Macedonian phalanx. As the chariots drew close, the javelin-men stationed in front of the Macedonian phalanx stepped forward at once to meet them. Although the Persian chariots were well made and their crews well armed, the charge failed to achieve its purpose, for the Macedonian phalanx, highly mobile, was able to open its ranks in time to let the chariots pass harmlessly through. Darius III thereupon committed the whole of his own phalanx, while at the same time ordering his left-wing cavalry to swing around the allied army’s right flank and strike from the rear, hoping to bring about a general envelopment. Meanwhile, Alexander calmly observed how the situation was developing. Although the Macedonian phalanx had already withstood repeated fierce assaults, the sheer numerical superiority of the Persian army made it unwise for him to continue maneuvering defensively for much longer.

The decisive opportunity finally presented itself: as the Persian left-wing cavalry swung around toward the rear of the Greek allied army, a gap suddenly opened between its own left wing and its center. Alexander seized the moment without hesitation, immediately forming an assault force from the elite cavalry at his side together with part of his phalanx infantry, and driving it, with sudden and overwhelming force, straight into this gap. In an instant, the battlefield rang with thunderous shouts, as Alexander’s cavalry surged forward like a great wave and his infantry pressed close behind in dense formation, leveling their long spears and crashing headlong into the Persian ranks. The Persian soldiers, utterly stunned by this sudden onslaught, stood frozen, at a total loss for what to do, and in the blink of an eye the Persian phalanx dissolved into chaos.

Relying on his numerical superiority, Darius III continued to feed more and more troops into the fight, pressing hard against the Greek allied army, and for a time it seemed as if victory might yet be within his reach. But his eagerness for a swift victory had led him to order his cavalry into a wide encircling maneuver, and this had opened up the very gap between his phalanx and his left wing that now proved fatal. Alexander, with his keen eye for the decisive moment on the battlefield, immediately led his cavalry through this gap and struck deep into the enemy’s ranks, tearing open a breakthrough that brought about a dramatic turn in the battle, now decisively in the allied army’s favor. On this front, the fighting had become a desperate, close-quarters struggle, and the scene was one of terrible carnage. Watching this terrifying spectacle unfold near his own position, Darius III became convinced that all was lost; abandoning his soldiers and his baggage train, he wheeled his chariot about and fled headlong from the field.

With the king in flight and the army thus left leaderless, the Persian left and center collapsed into total disarray. The Greek allied army, fighting now with redoubled ferocity, launched charge after charge, finally shattering the enemy’s central phalanx completely and beating back the counterattack of the enemy’s left-wing cavalry. At the same time, the allied left wing too was locked in fierce combat with the enemy. Facing it was the Persian right wing, which still held a considerable advantage at that point in the battle, and which — not yet aware that its king had fled and that the rest of the army had already been defeated — continued to fight on with determination. But once Alexander broke off his pursuit of the fleeing enemy and personally led his cavalry back to relieve the allied forces there, the Persian right wing too was quickly routed.

The Battle of Gaugamela ended with the Persian army suffering a catastrophic, annihilating defeat. According to the estimates of authoritative ancient historians, Persian losses amounted to some 300,000 killed alone, with a further portion of the army taken prisoner and the majority of its various ethnic contingents scattering and dispersing; the Greek allied army, by contrast, lost only a few thousand men, though a considerable number of its soldiers were left unfit for further combat because of their wounds.

After the Battle of Gaugamela, Darius III fled the battlefield with 3,000 cavalry and 6,000 infantry, but was not long afterward murdered by his own subordinate officers. His death also marked the end of the Persian Empire. Following the battle, Alexander led his army south, seizing in swift succession the great Persian city of Babylon, the new capital of Susa (whose ruins lie within today’s Khuzestan Province, Iran), and the old Persian capital of Persepolis (whose ruins lie northeast of today’s Yasuj, Iran). He subsequently declared the union of Persia and Macedon into a single great state, joining them together, and proclaimed himself “Great King,” thereby becoming, in fact as well as in name, ruler of the entire Persian Empire, his authority now exceeding even that once claimed by the Persian kings themselves as “King of Kings.” For this reason, Western historians have described the Battle of Gaugamela as the battle that transformed the shape of the ancient world.

(5) The Advance into India and the Battle of the Hydaspes (327–326 BC)

In the autumn of 327 BC, the allied army, some 30,000 strong (infantry and cavalry combined), guided by local scouts, crossed the perilous Khyber Pass — at an elevation of more than 1,100 meters and known as “Persia’s gateway into India” — and formally entered Indian territory. The army advanced along the Kabul River, subduing the Aspasians, the Guraeans, and the Assacenians along the way.

In March 326 BC, Alexander began his advance toward the Hydaspes River (today’s Jhelum River), reaching the frontier of the kingdom of Porus in India. King Porus concentrated the whole of his forces on the eastern bank of the river, resolved to make his stand there against Alexander. In June, the Greek allied army reached the western bank of the Hydaspes and made camp there, facing Porus’s army across the river.

At the time, Porus’s Indian army consisted of 30,000 infantry, 4,000 cavalry, 300 chariots, and 200 war elephants — one of the most formidable armies among the Indian kingdoms. Alexander, by contrast, had at his disposal only 25,000 infantry and just over 5,000 cavalry. The question of how to cross the river, and how to counter the enemy’s war chariots and war elephants, thus became a new and pressing problem for Alexander to solve.

While making his preparations for the operation, Alexander discovered a suitable crossing point upstream on the Hydaspes. It lay about twenty-five kilometers from his camp, at a spot where the river made a great bend around a peninsula-like promontory, and where there was also a small island in midstream that could be forded. Both the promontory and the island were thickly wooded, providing excellent cover. After careful planning, Alexander decided to cross the river under cover of night, choosing a night when a storm was expected. He would first send a large detachment — including his elite cavalry and infantry — across from the bay by the peninsula amid thunder, lightning, and driving rain, wading through water up to their waists to reach the island in midstream. On the island, hidden in the woods, boats that had been dismantled and transported from the Indus and then reassembled lay waiting, along with a large number of prepared rafts, sufficient to ferry a considerable body of infantry and cavalry across in a single crossing. At dawn, as the storm cleared, Alexander boarded a thirty-oared vessel and personally led the advance force across the river. By the time the enemy discovered what was happening, the infantry and swimming horses had already reached the far bank. Alexander himself was the first to disembark, and he quickly re-formed his men into battle order.

As the two sides deployed for battle, Porus placed his war elephants in the first line, with his infantry drawn up in a second line, filling the gaps between the elephants with infantry columns; he also stationed infantry on both wings, with cavalry positioned outside the infantry, and chariots in front of the cavalry. Against such a solid, well-ordered array of forces, a direct frontal breakthrough in the center would have been extraordinarily difficult. Facing this formation, Alexander decided to adopt a tactic of holding the front with his infantry phalanx while using his cavalry to strike from the flank and rear: he ordered his cavalry to swing around behind the enemy’s right wing, waiting for the opportunity to launch a surprise attack from there, while the infantry phalanx positioned to meet the enemy’s war elephants head-on was ordered to hold firm in strict formation, first resisting the elephants’ initial charge and then counterattacking once the enemy fell into disarray.

Once the two armies engaged, Porus, seeing the allied cavalry moving against his flank, likewise redirected his own cavalry to match its movement in a parallel maneuver. This threw the Indian battle formation into disorder. Alexander, seizing this precise moment, launched his cavalry attack, striking from front and rear simultaneously, and quickly threw the Indian army into complete confusion. In the chaos of the fighting, the Indian cavalry found itself squeezed into a narrow space, where the war chariots could not maneuver; the whole formation fell into disarray, with some chariots charging wildly out of control, no longer answering to their drivers, so that chariots, horses, and infantry trampled one another underfoot, colliding and crushing together, inflicting terrible casualties, until the entire army was finally destroyed.

In this battle, Porus’s army lost nearly 20,000 infantry and around 3,000 cavalry killed, and every one of its war chariots was destroyed; both of Porus’s sons, along with the local governor and every commander of the elephant corps, chariot corps, and cavalry, were killed. On the Macedonian side, only some 700 infantry and 300 cavalry were killed.

In June 326 BC, not long after his victory at the Hydaspes, Alexander continued his advance eastward. He successively crossed the Acesines, the Hydraotes, and the Hyphasis rivers, subduing many of the tribes along the way and occupying the towns, large and small, in that region. Alexander had originally wished to continue pressing eastward still further, but by now the hardship of prolonged campaigning had left his officers and men thoroughly weary of war, and, compounded by the local climate and the spread of disease, they urgently pressed him to turn back. Alexander finally decided to withdraw the army and return west. In early 323 BC, he led his forces back to Babylon, where he held a grand celebration and began to govern the great empire he had built. But less than half a year later, he fell suddenly ill after a bout of heavy drinking, and died.



III. Commentary

Among the West’s “Four Great Captains,” Alexander stands preeminent, his achievements touched with an almost legendary quality. Virtually every statesman and military figure has regarded Alexander with reverence and admiration; his greatness is nearly impossible to put fully into words. As the historian Theodore Ayrault Dodge observed: “As a general, Alexander’s achievement stands above that of any man. There has been none to serve as a model for his conduct, and yet he himself, by his own example, taught the world how to conduct war. The principles he was the first to establish became the model for every great captain who came after him, including Hannibal, Caesar, Gustavus, Turenne, Eugene, Marlborough, Frederick, and Napoleon.” Although Alexander lived only to the age of thirty-three, as one of the great statesmen, military commanders, strategists, and army leaders of the ancient West, his political achievements and diplomatic skill, his military practice and accomplishments, his thinking on army-building and operational and strategic doctrine, and the several vast pitched battles he organized and led, together wrote a brilliant chapter in the history of ancient warfare, raising the military art of the ancient world to a level never before achieved, and bringing it to a truly glorious peak.

(1) Military Action in the Service of Political Ends, and Conquest by Arms Combined with the Conquest of Civilizations, Formed the Foundation on Which Alexander’s Empire Was Built

In ancient Greek civilization, with Athenian culture at its core, the various Greek city-states remained largely sovereign and independent of one another; owing to differences in history, environment, and ethnic character, their state systems, military institutions, and financial structures all differed, giving rise to the rich diversity of ancient Greek civilization. Before Alexander’s time, the great city-states of Athens, Sparta, and Thebes had each, in turn, entertained ambitions and hopes of unifying Greece; without exception, however, they had each attempted to impose their own political systems and cultural ideas on other city-states, relying solely on the strength of their own arms — and, without exception, they met with fierce resistance and lasting resentment as a result. Political orders established through military occupation of this kind proved inherently unstable, like a volcano: whenever some triggering event arose, or whenever the occupying military power weakened, all the resentment latent within the conquered population would erupt at once, becoming a powerful driving force for expelling the outside power. The result, invariably, was that whatever influence the victor had once imposed on the conquered dissipated the moment the occupying army was driven out or destroyed.

Among the Greek city-states, thanks to the efforts of Alexander’s father Philip, a Greek league had been successfully established in order to remove the Persian threat once and for all. And yet Philip, before his campaign of vengeance against Persia could even begin, was assassinated. Alexander held firmly to his father’s founding principle for this internal Greek alliance: that within this league, each city-state would retain its own cultural independence, ethnic freedom, and equal standing, exchanging freely with the others while never interfering in one another’s sovereignty. Yet in the face of the threat from Persia, every member city was obliged to convene a general council of the league to determine a unified military strategy, the number of troops each would contribute, and the plan of operations, and to share jointly in responsibility for the logistical supply and equipment of the allied army. This approach of respecting the cultural independence and political institutions of each individual city-state greatly reduced the resistance Alexander would otherwise have encountered in holding together what was, in essence, a loosely bound coalition, and it also allowed him to rally the entire Greek world behind him as its recognized leader by calling for vengeance against Persia, thereby unifying the fighting strength of the league and laying a relatively solid foundation for his eastern campaign.

In Asia Minor, most of the region had originally belonged to Greek city-states, only to be gradually swallowed up and occupied as the Persian Empire grew in power. Once Alexander occupied Asia Minor, he presented himself as the liberator of Greek culture, calling on the people to return once more to the fold of the Greek city-states and to rejoin the great family of Greek civilization. This appeal proved highly effective: it awakened, in the hearts of the local population, a deep sense of cultural belonging, so that they came to welcome Alexander’s conquest. In this way, Persian influence in the region rapidly waned, and Asia Minor became, in turn, a stable base for further conquest.

In Egypt, Alexander was, by any measure, a purely foreign conqueror. And yet he made skillful use of the Egyptian veneration of the gods in their own religion, exploiting his own reputation as an invincible commander to have himself proclaimed, in an oracle, the son of Zeus, and to make offerings to the Egyptian gods himself. In doing so, he established for himself, in the eyes of the Egyptian people, a divine status — and the will of a god could not be resisted. In this way, Alexander successfully won the willing obedience of the Egyptian military and civilian population alike to his authority. It is telling that even after Alexander’s death, no rebellion broke out among the Egyptian soldiers and people; instead, Alexander’s general Ptolemy simply took his place in carrying out the pronouncements of the “god,” maintaining stable rule over Egypt for two hundred years thereafter.

In the Persian heartland, Alexander encountered the population most deeply hostile to him, for the people who lived there represented the very core of Persian culture, one with a history stretching back several hundred years since the founding of the Persian Empire by Cyrus. On occupying this territory and entering Babylon, the capital of the Persian Empire, Alexander adopted a series of political measures to secure his rule there. First, he shared political power together with the Persians, retaining the local administrative officials and political structures, so as to allow governmental functions to continue operating smoothly; second, he arranged intermarriage with the local nobility, blending different peoples together through kinship — Alexander himself set the example by marrying a daughter of Darius III; third, he formed new units composed of local young men, granting them the same standing and respect as Macedonian regular troops, and insisted that within the army there be no distinction drawn between conqueror and conquered; and fourth, he adopted local cultural customs and ceremonies, embracing local culture, as exemplified by the grand collective wedding ceremony he held, conducted according to Persian custom.

In the eastern frontier regions of the Persian Empire and in the lands of India, Alexander encountered fierce and warlike peoples — some roaming freely across the desert steppe, some hidden away deep in mountain valleys where their movements could not be traced, others living amid herds of war elephants in the tropical rainforest — so that the environment Alexander faced there was extraordinarily harsh. And yet, through measures such as forming marriage alliances with local tribal chieftains, reappointing local tribal leaders to govern their own conquered territories, and respecting local culture, he successfully divided and dissolved the resistance of his adversaries, achieving stable political rule over the territories he had conquered.

As the saying goes, it is easy to succeed but hard to hold on to success. Looking back over the whole of Alexander’s eastern campaign, the policies he adopted were all aimed at ensuring long-term peace and stability, and at dispelling the psychological shadow that armed conquest inevitably casts over a conquered population. Once he had consolidated his hold over a given territory, it in turn provided a solid rear base for the next stage of conquest. Had it not been for these policies of Alexander’s, which secured his rear areas and freed him from anxiety, then, as his territory expanded to such astonishing proportions, he would have been forced to leave behind a certain garrison force at every place he conquered — and, before he had even reached the Persian heartland, his own strength would already have been exhausted.

Alexander was not merely an outstanding military commander but an accomplished statesman as well. His military actions were subordinated to the needs of politics, and his conquest by arms went hand in hand with conquest through culture, assimilation, and integration — and this is the fundamental reason why the vast empire he built, spanning three continents of Europe, Asia, and Africa on the foundation of ancient Greek civilization while absorbing the finest cultural achievements of many peoples, was able to be established and to endure.

(2) The Correct Choice of Strategic Direction and Line of Advance Was a Vivid Demonstration of Alexander’s Outstanding Strategic Thinking

Looking at Alexander’s line of march on a map, we can see that it traces the shape of the Chinese character “之” (a zigzagging line).

Macedon, the land from which Alexander launched his campaign, lay in the northern part of Greece; at the time of his accession, many city-states had risen in revolt, the rebellion at Thebes being the most serious of all. Alexander therefore immediately led his army south, occupied Thebes, and razed it utterly, thereby striking terror into the other rebellious city-states. Under this display of overwhelming force, the Greek allied states were reunited, and Alexander was confirmed as supreme commander of the allied army. Alexander had, at last, reached the true starting point of his campaign of conquest against Persia. He then led his army overland, crossing the Bosporus into the region of Asia Minor, where he won his first great pitched battle on Persian soil, the Battle of the Granicus, and occupied the whole of Asia Minor. After this, Alexander faced a critical strategic choice.

At the time, Alexander faced a situation in which Persia held overwhelming naval superiority and controlled the Aegean lying between Greece and Asia Minor, with the core of its naval power drawn chiefly from the Phoenician cities on the eastern Mediterranean coast. Had he chosen to strike directly at the Persian heartland, at Babylon, Darius III might well have used his naval power to destabilize the already none-too-secure alliance back in Greece, thereby stirring up unrest in Alexander’s own home base. For this reason, Alexander chose not to attack the Persian heartland directly, but instead advanced south along the coastline, gradually seizing control of Phoenicia. In this way, the Persian navy lost its bases in the eastern Mediterranean one by one. During this southward advance, Darius III led his army to fight Alexander in their second great pitched battle — the Battle of Issus. In this engagement, Alexander crushed Darius III’s army and consolidated his forward base of operations along the coastline. At this point, with Darius III’s morale badly shaken by his catastrophic defeat, and Alexander’s own prestige steadily growing along with his army’s strength and vigor, Alexander faced a further critical choice: whether to press directly into the Persian heartland, or to continue his advance southward.

Alexander chose to continue southward. He spent seven months besieging the city of Tyre, and with its fall he took possession of the whole of Phoenician territory, causing the complete collapse of Darius III’s fleet. With the surrender of the main body of the Phoenician fleet to Alexander, the naval threat facing him diminished enormously. Alexander did not stop there, but continued west from this point, going on to conquer Egypt as well. With this, Alexander completed the upper portion of his “之”-shaped line of march, not only gaining full control of every country along the Mediterranean coast at the time, but also gaining command of the powerful fleet that Persia’s surrender had placed in his hands. His rear now secure and his position at sea no longer a source of anxiety, Alexander was free to throw the whole of his strength into a final assault on the Persian Empire. With the final downward stroke of his “之”-shaped campaign, he at last brought about the destruction of the Persian Empire. And that final downward stroke proved so powerful that it carried him all the way to India — the completion of Alexander’s greatest strategic line of march, and, without question, the crowning jewel of his strategic thinking.

(3) An Unshakable Conviction of Certain Victory and a Resolute, Bold Character Were the Human Qualities That Allowed Alexander to Win Every Battle He Fought and to Sweep All Before Him

Clausewitz wrote, in On War, that war is a realm of profound uncertainty, in which a commander, in making decisions and taking action, has access to only extremely limited information and intelligence — as if groping forward in the dark, guided only by the faintest glimmer of light within his own mind. When Alexander’s father was assassinated, a wave of anti-Macedonian fervor swept across the whole of Greece; conspirators at home schemed to seize the throne, cities that had sworn allegiance prepared to rebel, and barbarian forces from beyond the frontier prepared to invade Macedonian territory. For a young man of barely twenty, this was, without question, an utterly unmanageable storm of crises. Faced with this extraordinarily complex and difficult situation, Alexander showed neither fear nor hesitation. Ignoring all “well-meaning advice,” he had every one of the conspirators’ ringleaders put to death before they could act on their schemes. He then swiftly led his army, with lightning speed, into Boeotia and captured Thebes, thereby bringing every one of his enemies to submission. The situation Alexander faced was, in truth, utterly “dark” — for anyone else, there would have been no glimmer of light to guide the way. And yet Alexander’s will was so unshakable, and his action so swift, that every difficulty was cut through, like a sharp blade through a tangled knot.

On the battlefield of Gaugamela, Alexander, leading roughly 40,000 infantry and 7,000 cavalry, confronted a Persian army under Darius III of some 300,000 infantry and 45,000 cavalry — a battle that would decide the future course of civilization, East and West alike. Although Alexander’s own commanders had steeled themselves to fight to the death, not one of them truly believed that victory could be won. Only Alexander himself held to an unshakable conviction of certain victory. On the morning of the decisive battle, when his deputy commander entered Alexander’s tent, he found him sleeping soundly, as if wholly unaware that a life-or-death battle awaited him that very day. Before the battle began, as Alexander addressed his troops, he looked into the eyes of every single soldier with a gaze of resolve, confidence, and absolute certainty of victory; his general Ptolemy later recalled: “He was truly like a god. At Gaugamela, when he looked into each man’s eyes, we suddenly believed we could surpass ourselves, that we could accomplish anything.”

In the later stages of Alexander’s campaign of conquest, his troops had already followed him across tens of thousands of kilometers, and had long since accomplished the mission of destroying their ancestral enemy, Persia. And yet, under Alexander’s command, his army was still required to go on conquering unknown lands that meant nothing at all to them; the harsh and unfamiliar climate, the herds of Asian elephants, and the elusive barbarian tribes they encountered left even the bravest soldiers in his army thoroughly shaken. Moreover, his soldiers had by now grown wealthy, and, long since weary of this endless life of campaigning, they yearned to return home to a life of peace. That the army continued to hold together and press forward without wavering was due entirely to Alexander’s own leadership; he held fast to an unwavering conviction, born of dream and hope, that drove him ceaselessly forward. Even though several conspiracies arose along the way, attempting to force the supreme commander to turn back, Alexander never once wavered, and held firm to his resolve to complete the conquest. For this reason, the celebrated ancient biographer Arrian wrote, in his Anabasis of Alexander, that all men strive for freedom, and yet Alexander was the freest man he had ever known of.

(4) The Tactic of Combining the “Macedonian Phalanx” with Cavalry Shock Attacks Brought the Technological and Tactical Standards of the Ancient World to Their Absolute Peak

The “Macedonian phalanx” was originally created by Alexander’s father, Philip. The Macedonian phalanx took the taxis (regiment) as its basic unit, each taxis numbering 1,536 men, divided into three battalions of 512 men each. Its most basic tactical unit was the file, sixteen men deep. Every taxis had its own commanding officer, and the man at the head of each file served as its file-leader, generally the bravest and most skillful soldier in that file; the phalanx’s front line was thus made up entirely of these file-leaders, functioning much like the cutting edge of a blade. The main weapon used by the Macedonian infantry phalanx was the long spear, the same as that used by Greek heavy infantry generally. The difference lay in this: Greek heavy infantry used a spear roughly nine feet long, wielded in the right hand, whereas the “Macedonian phalanx” used a fourteen-foot-long spear, the sarissa, wielded with both hands, with the shield instead slung over the left shoulder. In this way, the phalanx infantry’s principal offensive weapon was lengthened by nearly half again its previous length, giving it a decisive advantage over a traditional phalanx — rather like extending the range of a firearm by fifty percent. Because when two phalanxes met, the side wielding the longer weapon could strike down the enemy first, while the enemy could do nothing in return.

Alexander not only inherited his father’s phalanx formation and tactics but further refined them through his own practical experience in the field, making the formation still more rational, and gradually developing it into a standardized order of battle. His method was to place the “Macedonian phalanx” at the center, with Greek cavalry on the left wing and the Macedonian household cavalry on the right, with a screen of light infantry specially positioned as a vanguard, and a further body of light infantry stationed behind each wing. On the basis of this tactical arrangement, Alexander generally adopted a tactic of concentrating his main strength to envelop one flank of the enemy. In this scheme, the phalanx served as his shield, with the left wing holding a defensive posture while the right wing carried out the offensive, completing the breakthrough; once this breakthrough had been achieved, he would then direct the phalanx to provide support to both left and right wings. Alexander himself generally took up a position on the right wing, the principal axis of attack, to direct operations personally. Whenever circumstances changed suddenly, he would decisively adjust his dispositions, at times even achieving victory by breaking through the enemy’s center.

At the Battle of Gaugamela, Alexander employed precisely this basic order of battle and set of tactics against Darius III. Darius III’s forces were formidable in strength, and the length of his two wings far exceeded that of Alexander’s own formation. Once the battle began, the Macedonian right-wing light cavalry engaged the Persian left-wing cavalry in fierce combat, with neither side able to gain a decisive advantage. Darius III then charged the center of the “Macedonian phalanx” with nearly a hundred scythed chariots. Using chariots to counter a phalanx of heavy infantry was, in the warfare of antiquity, indeed a reasonably sound tactical choice. The forces Darius faced, however, were the “Macedonian phalanx” — a formation whose troops, after rigorous training, were of exceptionally high quality, and whose ranks could adjust, close up, and turn with great flexibility, always maintaining formidable offensive and defensive capability. When the Persian chariots charged straight in, the “Macedonian phalanx” immediately opened gaps in its ranks in the chariots’ direct line of advance, allowing them to pass harmlessly into the formation; the long spears on every side were then leveled directly at the chariots, destroying those that had entered the phalanx, after which the formation instantly closed ranks again to face the enemy. Since this tactic left the Persian side unable to break the “Macedonian phalanx,” Darius had no choice but to use his own heavy infantry to assault the “Macedonian phalanx” directly. But because the spears carried by Darius III’s heavy infantry were far shorter than those of the “Macedonian phalanx,” and their own formation was, moreover, far less disciplined, their attacking power proved weak, and they were cut down in great numbers before the phalanx’s front line.

Darius III was left with no choice but to place his hopes in a breakthrough by his powerful cavalry on both wings. At this point, the cavalry on the left wing of the “Macedonian phalanx” had come under tremendous pressure, its formation already beginning to fall apart, in danger of total collapse — and, had the Persian cavalry succeeded in breaking through on the left and swinging around behind the “Macedonian phalanx,” the consequences would have been unthinkable. Parmenion, commander of the left-wing cavalry, sent a subordinate to seek Alexander’s help. Alexander, however, had already, at the very start of the battle, sent his own light cavalry, positioned behind his right wing, on a wide sweeping maneuver to the right — leading Darius III to believe that Alexander intended to swing around behind his own left flank, prompting him to hurriedly send his left-wing cavalry forward to block this move. This, in turn, opened up a gap between the Persian center and its now-shifted left wing. Alexander seized this precious opportunity, swiftly leading the elite Companion cavalry of his right wing in a sharp thrust straight into the middle of Darius III’s own formation. The speed and ferocity of this charge left Darius III’s forward heavy infantry unable to withstand it, and struck such terror into Darius III’s own heart that, by the time Alexander’s cavalry had closed to within a few dozen meters of his position, Darius III’s nerve finally broke completely: he wheeled his chariot about and fled in disorder, and his central formation collapsed like a landslide, with great numbers of his men cut down by Alexander’s Companion cavalry. It was at this moment that Alexander received Parmenion’s urgent request for help; he at once abandoned his pursuit of Darius III and swiftly redirected his attack, hastening to relieve Parmenion on the left flank of the “Macedonian phalanx.” With his left and right wings of cavalry now reunited, Alexander’s momentum surged, and he finally won this decisive battle that would determine the future course of civilization, East and West alike.

(5) The “Alexandrias” — a Unique Innovation, Unmatched in the History of Ancient or Modern Warfare — Provided an Unbroken Stream of Logistical Support for a Campaign of Tens of Thousands of Kilometers

The expeditionary force Alexander commanded generally numbered around 40,000 men at any one time, at its peak reaching as many as 100,000, and campaigned far from its homeland — at its farthest point, some 13,000 kilometers from home, in India — through wild and uncharted territory whose geography was entirely unknown at the time. And yet, according to the research of the British military historian J. F. C. Fuller, over the ten years of Alexander’s campaign, his supply lines were forced to break down for a total of only twenty-four hours. This single interruption occurred just before the Battle of Issus, when Darius III, seeking a decisive opportunity, had maneuvered a force behind Alexander’s main army in an attempt to cut its supply lines. But Darius III’s own generalship proved clumsy: rather than taking the initiative to attack while Alexander was caught unprepared, he instead used his superior numbers merely to entrench and await Alexander’s own advance, thereby squandering this decisive opportunity.

The strength and reliability of the logistical support that sustained Alexander’s ten-thousand-mile campaign of eastern conquest owed much to his own farsighted emphasis on supply. Along his line of march, at every stage of his advance, Alexander founded an “Alexandria” at some relatively prosperous key point along his route. As his campaign of conquest advanced step by step, the founding of these “Alexandrias” continued unabated, and by the time his eastern campaign came to an end, he had founded a total of eighteen such cities. The founding of these cities laid a solid foundation for Alexander’s logistical supply, providing him with an unbroken stream of resources of every kind. More than 2,300 years later, most of these cities still exist today, and they have promoted economic and cultural exchange between East and West, stimulating social and economic development in the regions where they stand. Especially famous among them is the “Alexandria” of Egypt, which has today developed into a center of culture, commerce, and tourism on the Mediterranean coast — a remarkable flower that Alexander’s genius bequeathed to later generations.

Another important element of Alexander’s logistical approach was to draw supplies, wherever possible, from local resources whenever he occupied a new city. As Sun Tzu’s The Art of War observes: “Hence a wise general makes a point of foraging on the enemy. One bushel of the enemy’s provisions is equivalent to twenty of one’s own, and one picul of his fodder to twenty from one’s own store.” Darius III, Alexander’s adversary at the time, was indeed extremely wealthy, and his treasury was exceptionally full; his capital, Babylon, was even known at the time as a “hanging garden” of riches. This wealth, however, also meant that Persian society had grown fearful of war, hiring others to fight in its stead, so that the greater part of the Persian army consisted of mercenaries — troops who, though militarily competent, were politically unreliable and lacked any real fighting spirit. When Alexander set out from Macedon, his kingdom was in fact in debt to the tune of 1,000 talents (the currency unit of the time); yet once he had conquered the whole of the Persian Empire, he came into possession of a total of 250,000 talents of gold drawn from the Persian treasury — wealth enough to sustain three generations of Macedonian rulers. Not only, therefore, did Alexander have no need to draw further logistical support from his homeland, but he was, in fact, able to send vast quantities of Persian imperial wealth flowing steadily back home — a true realization of the principle of “growing stronger even as one defeats the enemy.”

In his assessment of Alexander, Fuller held that Alexander benefited not only from the excellent instruction of his father Philip and his tutors, but also possessed unmatched genius and extraordinary energy. He was a man of astonishing complexity — divinely courageous, yet at the same time deeply cautious; at once a realist and an idealist, capable of the most careful deliberation while also acting with sudden, decisive independence. He possessed a remarkable imagination, yet never lost his grip on reason; he attended closely to detail while never losing sight of the larger picture; he possessed enormous personal charisma, while at the same time projecting an air of supreme, almost untouchable authority. As Arrian himself wrote: “Without the aid of some divine power, it would simply not have been possible.”







Chapter 4: The Punic Wars (264–146 BC)

The Punic Wars were a series of wars fought between two great slaveholding states of antiquity, Rome and Carthage, for supremacy over the western Mediterranean. The war was fought in three separate stages, and ended in Roman victory and the total destruction of Carthage, opening the door to Rome’s path toward empire. Because the Romans called the Carthaginians “Poeni” (Phoenicians), this conflict came to be known as the “Punic Wars.” Over the 118 years these wars spanned, Rome suffered repeated major defeats and setbacks, on several occasions finding itself pushed to the very brink of ruin and even facing the prospect of national extinction — and yet, through sheer tenacity of will, a bold and pragmatic spirit of innovation, and sound strategic and tactical leadership, it weathered crisis after crisis. Carthage, for its part, possessed superior geography, rich and fertile land, flourishing trade, and powerful military strength — but because its people lacked resolve and dreaded war, and because its leaders were divided in judgment and forever wavering, unable to sustain a unified, determined will to fight, it was ultimately destroyed as a state and a people. The tragic course of the Punic Wars played out as a series of dramatic episodes in history, some stirring and inspiring, others so poignant as to move one to tears — and the lessons and experience they hold remain deeply instructive, well worth our careful study and reflection.


I. Background to the War

The city of Carthage lay 17 kilometers northeast of today’s city of Tunis, founded in 814 BC by settlers from Phoenicia, on the eastern shore of the Mediterranean.¹ Exploiting its superior geographic position, Carthage rapidly developed into a center of the Mediterranean slave trade and maritime commerce. Between the 8th and 6th centuries BC, Carthage began to expand, gradually gaining control of most of the Phoenician colonies of North Africa, and seizing the southern coast of Spain and its nearby islands, as well as Sardinia, Corsica, western Sicily, and its neighboring islands — dividing control of the Mediterranean, east and west, with Greece. For the following century, Carthage and Greece contended without pause for mastery of the Mediterranean, and it was not until the early 4th century BC, when Greece was left badly weakened after the Peloponnesian War, that this rivalry finally eased.

Rome originated in central Italy; at the time Carthage was flourishing, it was still no more than a modest city-state on the banks of the Tiber.² In 509 BC, Rome overthrew monarchy and established a republican form of government, and its national power grew steadily, prompting it to begin expanding outward. In 273 BC, Rome unified the Italian peninsula, gaining control of the whole of Italy south of the Po River, and emerged as a new rising power in the Mediterranean, one that now began to challenge Carthage’s dominance in the western Mediterranean. The point of friction between the two powers would eventually come to center on Messina, a city on the northeastern tip of Sicily lying at the boundary of their respective spheres of influence.

By the 3rd century BC, Greece and Carthage each held their own sphere of influence in Sicily. Greece, represented chiefly by Syracuse, held the eastern part of the island, while Carthage, based at Lilybaeum, held the western part as far as the line running from Himera to Heraclea. In 288 BC, a band of mercenaries known as the Mamertines (“sons of Mars”), who had been disbanded by Syracuse, seized Messina, established themselves there, and began harassing the surrounding villages and towns. In 265 BC, the army of Syracuse dealt the Mamertines a heavy defeat, forcing them back within the walls of Messina. The Mamertines first sought help from Carthage, and after a Carthaginian fleet took up position in the port of Messina, Syracuse withdrew. Carthage hoped to establish a long-term presence there, but the Mamertines, ever unwilling to submit to outside control, in turn appealed to Rome for help in freeing themselves once more from Carthaginian influence, offering to join the Roman alliance. Rome seized this opportunity to send troops, and war broke out as a result.



II. The Course of the War

At the outset of the war, the two sides were fairly evenly matched, each with its own particular advantages. Rome possessed a powerful land army — its standing forces consisted of four legions, each numbering roughly 4,200 to 6,000 men, and possessed considerable fighting strength — but it had no navy at all, not even a single proper warship, nor any experience whatsoever in naval warfare. Carthage’s navy, by contrast, ranked as the finest in the Mediterranean at the time; its fleet consisted almost entirely of quinqueremes, and the flagship on which its admiral sailed was the most advanced heptareme (seven-banked warship) of the age. Its land forces, however, relied chiefly on mercenaries, and were correspondingly weaker in fighting power.

(1) The First Punic War (264–241 BC)

1. Rome Campaigns in Sicily, Winning Victory after Victory

In 264 BC, the Roman consul Appius Claudius led an army out on campaign. His advance guard, commanded by the military tribune Gaius Claudius, sailed along the west coast of the Italian peninsula by merchant vessel and, on reaching Rhegium, made the first attempt to cross the Strait of Messina; but because they did not understand the local currents and changing weather, their ships were scattered by wind and wave, some blown back to Rhegium, others driven into the Carthaginian fleet and captured. The Carthaginian naval commander Hanno seems not to have recognized the threat the Romans posed, or perhaps simply held the Roman ships in contempt; he treated the captured Roman soldiers hospitably and sent them, together with their ships, safely home. Once he had determined the currents and wind directions, Appius Claudius made a second, successful crossing, and by a stratagem induced the Mamertines to lure Hanno to a meeting, where he was seized and held prisoner, forcing him to withdraw his forces from Messina. On learning of Hanno’s capture, Carthage sentenced him to death and sent the general Hanno (a different commander of the same name) to lead a campaign into Sicily. Hiero, king of Syracuse, judging Carthage the stronger of the two powers, took the initiative in proposing an alliance, and the two agreed jointly to besiege Messina. Appius Claudius, leading the main body of two legions overland, reached Rhegium, and, based on intelligence from his advance guard, succeeded in secretly crossing the strait on a calm, windless night. By the time the Carthaginian fleet discovered this, Messina had already been blockaded. Appius Claudius proposed negotiations, but was refused; he therefore first launched a fierce assault against the weaker of the two besieging forces, that of Hiero. Hiero’s forces suffered heavy losses, and, suspecting that Carthage had not negotiated with him in good faith (since it had failed to block the Roman crossing), he withdrew his own forces that same night. The next day, the Roman army turned to attack the Carthaginian camp; the two sides fought with roughly equal strength, and both suffered heavy losses. Hanno, recognizing that he could not take Messina on his own, likewise ordered a withdrawal.³ The Roman army then went on to raid Syracusan territory; Hiero held firm behind his city walls, and, unable to take the city after a prolonged siege, the Roman army was finally forced to withdraw for the winter that year.

In the spring of 263 BC, Rome’s two newly elected consuls led four legions across the Strait of Messina and invaded Syracusan territory once more. The Roman army proved unstoppable, and city after city along its path surrendered at the mere approach of its forces; the Carthaginian fleet, which had been preparing to support the coastal cities of Syracuse from the sea, seeing the situation was hopeless, likewise abandoned the cause and withdrew. With no other option, Syracuse sued for peace, and the two sides signed a fifteen-year alliance agreement, under which Hiero was permitted to retain his throne in exchange for the unconditional release of all Roman prisoners and the payment of an indemnity of 100 talents.

In March 262 BC, four Roman legions once again campaigned in Sicily. Because his own forces numbered less than half those of the Romans, the Carthaginian general Hannibal (not to be confused with the later, more famous Hannibal) withdrew to defend Agrigentum. The Roman army arrived in June, and after seizing and harvesting the crops outside the city, laid siege to it. Five months later, Hanno arrived with a relief force of 50,000 infantry, 6,000 cavalry, and 60 war elephants, and succeeded in encircling the besieging Roman army in turn. Two months later, the two sides fought a decisive battle; Hanno’s poorly trained troops were defeated, and less than half of them managed to escape; the Roman army, too, suffered extremely heavy losses. Hannibal, however, managed to lead his own forces in a breakout from the besieged city. The Romans then sacked the city, putting to death every inhabitant who showed the slightest resistance or defiance, and selling the remaining 25,000 townspeople into slavery.

2. Rome Builds a New Navy and Wins Three Naval Victories

In 261 BC, Rome once again sent four legions to Sicily. Hannibal, however, changed strategy, directing his navy, based at Lilybaeum and Panormus, to launch a series of attacks and to harass the coast of Italy itself from time to time; that same year, more Sicilian coastal towns went over to Carthage than were taken by Rome in the interior. Facing this Carthaginian naval offensive, Rome decided to build a navy of its own. Using a captured Carthaginian quinquereme run aground at Panormus as a model, it built, within two months, 100 quinqueremes and 20 triremes. To train the 30,000 newly recruited sailors, the Romans even set up long rows of wooden benches on land to simulate the rowing positions of a warship.

In the spring of 260 BC, the sitting Roman consul, Gnaeus Cornelius Scipio (the elder), led the newly assembled fleet out on campaign. Because the crews were still unfamiliar with handling sail and rudder, the fleet moved forward only haltingly and slowly, and Scipio himself went ahead with only seventeen ships. On reaching Messina, he learned that Lipara, which had been under Carthaginian control for five or six years, wished to defect to Rome, and he immediately led his ships there. On hearing this, Hannibal (the Carthaginian commander of the same name mentioned above) sent twenty ships to blockade the port of Lipara, and, in a dawn attack the following day, captured Scipio and his entire force. Meanwhile Gaius Duilius, the other consul, arrived at Messina with the rest of the fleet and took over command. Recognizing that the Carthaginian navy habitually relied on ramming tactics and on long-range weapons such as bows and fire-arrows, he devised a boarding device to be mounted on the bow of a ship, known as the corvus (“crow” or “raven’s beak”), a small boarding bridge.⁴ In battle, once a Roman ship had closed to a certain distance from an enemy vessel, it would lower this bridge, and iron spikes on its underside would grip the enemy’s deck, locking the two ships together; Roman soldiers would then charge across the bridge onto the enemy ship, turning a sea battle, in effect, into a land battle. Duilius led a fleet of 100 ships fitted with the corvus to fight Carthage’s first great naval battle, against a fleet of 130 ships under Hannibal, near Cape Mylae on the eastern tip of Sicily. The Romans made full use of the powerful “land warfare” advantage the corvus gave them, decisively defeating the Carthaginian navy, capturing 30 ships and sinking a further 15, killing 3,000 of the enemy and taking 7,000 prisoners. Although most of the Carthaginian fleet managed to escape, this battle thoroughly shattered the myth of Carthaginian naval invincibility, and gave the Romans confidence in their own capacity for naval warfare.

In 259 BC, the Roman navy searched for the Carthaginian fleet, but the Carthaginian ships refused to engage it directly. In Sicily, Carthage inflicted a heavy defeat on the Roman army near Himera, killing 6,000 men and winning its first victory on land, and subsequently captured Enna in central Sicily and Camarina in the south. In 258 BC, Rome sent two additional legions to Sicily, forcing the Carthaginian army back to Panormus. The Roman fleet raided and harassed the Aeolian Islands, and openly proclaimed its intention to invade North Africa. When the Roman fleet sailed south, Hannibal, heedless of a fog that had descended over the sea, pursued it and fell into an ambush, suffering a heavy defeat, with his ships largely captured by the Roman fleet; Hannibal himself was later stoned to death by his own troops. In 257 BC, the two sides’ land forces settled into a standoff in Sicily along a line running from Heraclea to Panormus, while the Roman navy won a third naval victory near Tyndaris, sinking eighteen enemy ships.

3. Rome’s Expedition to North Africa Wins Early Victories but Later Suffers Defeat, and Its Fleet Is Struck by Storms Three More Times

In 256 BC, the Roman consuls Lucius Manlius Vulso Longus and Marcus Atilius Regulus led a massive fleet (250 warships, 80 transport vessels, 100,000 oarsmen, and 40,000 heavy infantry), sailing around the eastern coast of Sicily on an expedition against Carthage itself. The Roman fleet rounded Cape Pachynus and sailed west, encountering the Carthaginian fleet (350 warships, with 150,000 sailors and soldiers combined) off Cape Ecnomus, in what became the largest naval battle recorded in the history of warfare up to that time, involving a combined total of 290,000 men on both sides. The Romans once again demonstrated the power of their boarding tactics, sinking 30 enemy ships and capturing 50, while losing only 24 ships sunk themselves. Avoiding the enemy’s strength and striking at its weakness, the Romans landed at Clupea, three or four days’ march from Carthage, occupying and plundering the city; after this, apart from Regulus, who remained behind with 15,000 infantry, 500 cavalry, and 40 ships, the rest of the fleet returned home in triumph. Regulus then led his remaining forces west, camping near modern Tunis, cutting off the link between Carthage and Numidia, its principal source of grain. The Numidians, seizing the opportunity, rose in revolt. Carthage decided to sue for peace. Regulus, hoping to claim sole credit for the victory, was also eager for a settlement, but the terms he offered were so harsh — tantamount to demanding Carthage’s outright submission⁵ — that they were rejected. At this point, mercenaries recruited from Sparta, led by the celebrated Spartan commander Xanthippus, arrived at Carthage, and the balance of the war shifted once again.

In the spring of 255 BC, Xanthippus led 12,000 infantry, 4,000 cavalry, and 100 war elephants to seize favorable ground on the plain of Bagradas and deploy for battle there. Regulus, intoxicated by his string of victories and his craving for further glory, rashly led 10,000 infantry and 500 cavalry into battle without properly reconnoitering the enemy’s position. Under the combined onslaught of war elephants and Carthage’s eightfold cavalry superiority, his tightly packed formation collapsed at the first shock. Only 2,000 Roman soldiers managed to escape; Regulus himself, along with more than 500 others, was taken prisoner, and the rest of his force was entirely destroyed, while Carthage lost only 800 men. The Roman fleet (350 ships), under orders to retrieve the 7,000 soldiers trapped in Africa, fought Carthage’s fleet of more than 200 ships in a fifth naval engagement near the port of Clupea, sinking 114 enemy ships and capturing 24 more, dealing the Carthaginian navy a devastating blow. As the fleet made its way home, however, it was struck by a violent storm off Camarina, and only 80 ships survived; 25,000 soldiers and 70,000 oarsmen were lost at sea. In the face of this disaster, the Romans took the extraordinary step of rebuilding their fleet in just three months through increased taxation and public fundraising, building 220 new warships and training 80,000 new sailors; rather than holding the outgoing consuls responsible for the disaster, they entrusted the new fleet to their command once more. Rebuilding the Carthaginian navy, by contrast, took more than two years.

From 254 BC onward, Carthage, occupied with suppressing the Numidian revolt, adopted a defensive posture in Sicily. In 253 BC, Panormus fell, and the various city-states of Sicily flocked to Rome’s side one after another; the Roman fleet again set out on an expedition to North Africa, but, unfamiliar with the local waters, ran aground midway, wasting a crucial opportunity, and on the return voyage was struck by a violent storm off Cape Palinurus, losing a further 150 ships and tens of thousands of men. In early 250 BC, Carthage besieged Panormus with tens of thousands of men and hundreds of war elephants; the Romans, employing the tactic of digging trenches to neutralize the elephants’ effectiveness, won a crushing victory, with 20,000 Carthaginian soldiers left dead on the field and 60 war elephants captured; the general who narrowly escaped was executed on his return home. Carthage voluntarily abandoned Selinunte and withdrew to hold Lilybaeum and Drepana. That same year, Rome’s newly appointed consul led 240 ships and four legions, 100,000 men in all, to besiege Lilybaeum, but was unable to take it.

In 249 BC, Rome’s incoming consul, Publius Claudius Pulcher, attempted a surprise night attack on Drepana, but found on his arrival that the enemy was already prepared; in the ensuing confusion, 93 Roman ships ran aground and were captured, soldiers and sailors alike jumping ship in a panic, with as many as 20,000 men lost; Pulcher himself escaped with only 30 ships. Meanwhile the other consul, Lucius Junius Pullus, responsible for escorting the supply convoy, protected 120 transport ships with a further 800 escort vessels, but was intercepted by the Carthaginian fleet on the way to Lilybaeum, suffered heavy losses, and was then struck by a further storm, resulting in the near-total destruction of his force; only Pullus himself and a small number of survivors, aboard two undamaged warships, managed to escape. For the next several years, the two sides remained locked in a standoff in Sicily. Carthage pursued a strategy of southward expansion, with the main body of its forces campaigning against the native peoples of northern Africa and Numidia, while its forces in Sicily, under the command of Hamilcar Barca (father of the later, famous Hannibal, who took up his post in 247 BC), conducted an active defense; the Roman Senate, meanwhile, adopted a cautious, conservative strategy, declining to rebuild its fleet, and, lacking command of the sea, was likewise unable to take the last two Carthaginian strongholds remaining in Sicily.

4. Rome Rebuilds Its Navy and Negotiates Peace after Victory

In 243 BC, the Romans came to the profound realization that without command of the sea, the war could never be won; although the state treasury was empty and tax rates had already been pushed to their absolute limit, they resolved to build 200 new warships and 700 new transport vessels, funded by voluntary contributions from private citizens, on the understanding that the funds would be repaid from the spoils of victory. The new warships were modeled on the light, fast Carthaginian vessels that had been captured at Lilybaeum, and were no longer fitted with the corvus, so that they would no longer be top-heavy and unwieldy, and would handle and ride out storms far better. By this time, the Romans had, through hard experience, become skilled sailors in their own right, and resolved to meet Carthage on equal terms, using ramming tactics of their own.

In 242 BC, the Roman consul Gaius Lutatius Catulus led the newly built fleet into Sicily. Believing that Rome would be unable to rebuild a navy again so soon, Carthage had, three years earlier, already disbanded most of its naval crews and sailors, so the Roman fleet met with virtually no resistance, quickly occupying the port of Drepana, forcing the Carthaginians to fall back on Lilybaeum.

In 241 BC, it took Carthage nearly nine months to muster enough sailors, and the fleet it finally managed to send out, with great effort, consisting of 250 warships and 150 transport vessels, was still short of its full complement of fighting men. They planned to first deliver grain and supplies to Lilybaeum, and, having unloaded their cargo, to make up their numbers with troops already stationed there. As the Carthaginian fleet approached the western shore of the Aegates Islands, it was spotted by the Roman fleet, commanded by the consul Catulus, stationed off the eastern shore. Although the wind was blowing from the west, forcing the Roman ships to sail against it, and though the Romans did not hold a numerical advantage, Catulus, judging from the low waterline of the enemy ships that they were laden with grain and undermanned, decided to attack without hesitation. Making full use of their superior seamanship, the Romans, fighting for the first time relying purely on their own ship-handling skill, engaged the Carthaginian fleet in an extremely fierce contest, and in the end won a decisive victory. The Roman fleet rammed and sank 30 enemy ships and severely damaged a further 50, while Carthage lost 50 ships sunk, 70 captured, and 117 damaged in total. On returning home, the Carthaginian naval commander was put to death on the spot by an enraged Carthaginian Senate.

At this juncture, a revolt broke out among Carthage’s own subject tribes at home, and Carthage, its position now hopeless, sued for peace, agreeing to pay Rome a heavy war indemnity and reluctantly ceding Sicily and its surrounding islands. With this, the First Punic War came to a close, ending in Carthaginian defeat and the expansion of Roman territory.

(2) The Second Punic War (218–201 BC)

Although Rome had won control of Sicily, it had not yet gained full mastery over the western Mediterranean, and continued to pursue a policy of expansion. From 241 BC onward, Rome extended its control over the eastern coast of the Adriatic and subdued the Gallic peoples of northern Italy. In 238 BC, Rome, in breach of its treaty with Carthage, seized the Carthaginian territories of Sardinia and Corsica. Carthage, unwilling to accept this defeat, worked hard to suppress a mercenary revolt and slave unrest at home, so as to prepare for eventual revenge against Rome.

In 237 BC, the Carthaginian general Hamilcar Barca led an army to invade the southeastern coastal region of Spain, and, after nine years of campaigning, brought under Carthaginian control territory considerably larger than Carthage’s original holdings there. In the winter of 228 BC, Hamilcar drowned in a river during a military operation; because his three sons were still minors, his son-in-law, Hasdrubal the Fair, took command of the army and, through diplomacy and marriage alliances with the Celtiberian tribes, brought most of Spain under Carthaginian control and established New Carthage (Cartagena) as its capital. In 226 BC, Rome and Carthage signed a further treaty, designating the Ebro River as the dividing line between their respective spheres of influence in Spain. In 221 BC, Hasdrubal the Fair was assassinated by one of his own slaves while out hunting, and Hannibal took over as commander of Carthage’s forces in Spain.

In 219 BC, Hannibal attacked Saguntum, a Roman ally south of the Ebro; after an eight-month siege, the city fell. The following spring, Rome declared war on Carthage, planning a two-pronged strategy: one force, under the consul Tiberius Sempronius Longus, would cross by sea from Sicily to attack Carthage’s home territory directly; the other, under the consul Publius Cornelius Scipio (the elder), would land at Marseille and pin down Hannibal’s forces in Spain. After carefully weighing the strategic situation, Hannibal made the bold decision to leave his brother Hasdrubal to hold Spain while he himself led the main body of his army across the Ebro, advancing overland from the north into the Italian peninsula and carrying the war directly to Roman soil.

1. Hannibal Leads His Army on a Distant Expedition against Rome, Winning Victory after Victory

In the spring of 218 BC, Hannibal set out from New Carthage with 90,000 infantry, 12,000 cavalry, and 37 war elephants, crossed the Pyrenees, and entered Gaul. Through a combination of bribery, persuasion, and force, he broke through the resistance of the local tribes, crossed the Rhône River in early September, and reached the foot of the Alps. By this time, snow had already fallen in the mountains; overcoming tremendous hardship, Hannibal led his army, in early October, across the Alps — a feat then thought impossible — descending, as if by divine intervention, into the upper reaches of the Po valley. Because of the great distance traveled, the treacherous mountain terrain, the icy, slippery roads, and constant harassment from local tribes along the way, his army suffered heavy losses throughout the march, and by the time he reached the Po valley he had barely 20,000 infantry, 6,000 cavalry (many of whom had lost their horses), and a single war elephant remaining. Fortunately, a number of Gallic tribes soon asked to join him, replenishing his ranks, and his total strength rose to 40,000 men.

On learning at Marseille that the Carthaginians had advanced so swiftly and so deep into Italy, Scipio the elder made an immediate and decisive decision: he ordered his brother to continue on with part of the force into Spain, while he himself led the greater part of his own army back to Italy to intercept Hannibal from the north. Sempronius, too, turned back midway to rendezvous with Scipio. Scipio, hoping to force a decisive battle with Hannibal’s army while it was still fatigued from its long march, instead discovered, upon engaging Hannibal’s forces at the Ticinus River, a tributary of the Po, that Hannibal’s army held the advantage in speed, equipment, and training alike. Scipio himself was severely wounded and forced to retreat south of the Po, no longer daring to give battle. The two Roman armies then joined forces and drew up in battle array against Hannibal’s army across the Trebia River, a southern tributary of the Po. On a foggy morning in December 218 BC, Sempronius led 40,000 Roman troops across the swollen, freezing waters of the Trebia in pursuit of what appeared to be a fleeing, outmatched enemy force, only to be ambushed and surrounded amid the reeds along the riverbank; only a quarter of his entire army managed to escape. Hannibal, pressing his advantage, went on to ravage northern Italy. Gallic tribes flocked to join his cause, and his army swiftly grew to 50,000 men — though not quite as many as he had originally anticipated.

In 217 BC, the Roman consul Gaius Flaminius led an army to block Hannibal’s southward advance. Hannibal, however, bypassed Rome’s heavily defended positions, and, marching through an undefended pass in the Apennines, advanced for three days and nights without rest to invade Etruria. Along the way, crossing a marsh where the water reached his men’s waists, the toxic vapors there caused an infection in one of Hannibal’s own eyes, nearly blinding him. By the time Hannibal’s army reached the main road to Rome, Flaminius finally realized that the enemy had already outflanked his defensive line, and hastily set off in pursuit through the night. On the morning of June 21, four Roman legions — nearly 30,000 men in all — marching in a long column, entered a valley enclosed on three sides by mountains along the northern shore of Lake Trasimene, a site Hannibal had carefully chosen in advance; ambushed from three sides at once, the Roman army was almost entirely wiped out in under three hours, with 15,000 killed and several thousand more taken prisoner; Flaminius himself was killed in the battle, while Hannibal lost only 1,500 men.

Lacking the equipment needed for siege warfare, Hannibal decided to bypass the city of Rome itself and press on into southern Italy, hoping through military pressure to divide and weaken Rome’s alliance system, isolating and undermining Rome from within. At the same time, the Roman Senate took emergency measures to strengthen the defense of the capital, appointing Fabius Maximus as dictator. Recognizing that Hannibal, campaigning deep in enemy territory far from home and without reliable reinforcement, was especially vulnerable on this account, while Rome itself, fighting on its own soil, could draw far more easily on manpower and supplies, Fabius adopted a delaying strategy: avoiding direct confrontation and seeking instead to gradually wear the enemy down through attrition. He led four legions to shadow Hannibal’s army, harassing it and cutting off its supplies whenever the opportunity arose, but never engaging it in open battle. Hannibal’s forces burned and plundered wherever they went, hoping to provoke the anger of the Roman commanders and force them into a decisive engagement, and repeatedly violated the conventional rules of march and encampment; he even deliberately exposed apparent weaknesses to lure Fabius into attacking, but Fabius refused to take the bait each time. This delaying strategy, however, caused widespread destruction in the countryside, provoking discontent among the peasantry and criticism from the pro-war faction back in Rome. When Fabius’s six-month term as dictator expired, the Roman nobles Varro and Paullus, backed by the pro-war faction, were elected as the new consuls.

In August 216 BC, Varro and Paullus, leading 80,000 infantry and 6,000 cavalry, faced off against Hannibal’s 40,000 infantry and 14,000 cavalry at Cannae. Since the two consuls took turns holding overall command on alternating days, and Paullus, the more cautious of the two, saw that the terrain there was too flat and open, favorable to cavalry, and therefore did not wish to force a decisive battle at that location, while Varro, brash and reckless, paid no heed to this concern. Hannibal, exploiting this division, repeatedly sent cavalry to harass the Roman camp, provoking Varro, who, when it came his turn to hold command, swore to settle the matter with Hannibal once and for all in a single decisive battle. Relying on his numerical superiority, he arrayed his forces in an aggressive, pressing formation, with cavalry deployed on both wings and 80,000 infantry massed in a dense central phalanx, arranged from front to rear in successive lines of heavy, medium, and light infantry, intending to use the sheer weight of his central infantry mass to smash straight through the enemy’s defenses. Hannibal, by contrast, arrayed his forces in a crescent shape, its convex face turned toward the enemy, placing his weaker infantry in the center and his elite cavalry and heavy infantry on the two wings; taking into account that the battlefield lay only five kilometers from the sea, and that a strong northeasterly wind typically blew there around midday, he positioned his forces with the wind at their backs, and concealed a cavalry detachment in a nearby ravine, with orders to strike the enemy’s rear the moment the wind picked up; he also sent 500 bold, battle-hardened infantrymen ahead, concealing short swords on their persons, with instructions to feign surrender and then act according to circumstances.

Hannibal delayed the start of the battle until nine o’clock in the morning. At first, the Carthaginian infantry in the center gave ground fighting under the powerful pressure of the Roman infantry assault, while the cavalry on both wings pressed forward, and the heavy infantry on both flanks gradually squeezed inward, causing the Roman formation to grow ever longer from front to back and narrower from side to side, so that, without realizing it, the Romans were driven ever deeper into a wedge within the Carthaginian formation. Once the Roman army had penetrated to a certain depth, the 500 Carthaginian infantrymen who had feigned surrender drew the short swords they had concealed and, having been placed in the Roman rear, cut down the Romans stationed around them. At midday, the powerful northeasterly wind whipped up clouds of dust that filled the sky, leaving the Roman soldiers, facing directly into the wind, virtually unable to open their eyes. Hannibal seized this moment to order a general counterattack along his entire line: his concealed cavalry sprang from ambush and struck the Roman rear, while his men who had feigned surrender pulled out their short swords and cut down the Romans around them; the infantry on both flanks continued closing in on the trapped Roman army, and the cavalry on both wings crushed the Roman cavalry, quickly completing the encirclement of the entire Roman army. The fierce fighting continued until dusk, by which point the Roman army had been almost completely annihilated: 54,000 men, including the consul Paullus himself, were killed, and 18,000 more taken prisoner; only Varro, together with a remnant of his forces, managed to escape. Hannibal’s own army, by contrast, lost only 6,000 men. The Battle of Cannae spread Hannibal’s fame far and wide, and secured his place in the history of Western warfare as one of its immortal figures.

2. Rome Adopts a Long-Term Strategy of Delay, and Hannibal Is Trapped in Southern Italy

After the Battle of Cannae, various tribes and peoples throughout southern Italy, the Samnites of central Italy, and the great cities of Capua, Taranto, and Syracuse all defected from Rome one after another; Macedon openly declared its support for Hannibal and went to war with Rome in the Adriatic — but the greater part of Rome’s subject territories in central Italy remained loyal to Rome, and the Romans, their fighting resolve now stronger than ever, once again adopted Fabius’s delaying strategy. Rome quickly conscripted an army still larger in numbers than that of Carthage, but, drawing lessons from earlier experience, avoided as far as possible any decisive engagement with Hannibal, instead breaking its forces into a number of smaller units to contain and harass the Carthaginians while besieging the rebellious allied cities one by one. Diplomatically, Rome also forged an alliance with the Greeks, provoking a rebellion against Macedonian rule that prevented Macedon from aiding Hannibal. After this, although Hannibal advanced on Rome itself, he was never able to take the city; and, receiving no reinforcement, the rebellious Roman cities were retaken one after another. The Roman army captured Capua, the second-largest city in Italy, in 212 BC, took Syracuse the following year, and captured Taranto in 209 BC.

Although the Romans suffered more defeats than victories on their home soil, the army they sent to Spain at the outset of the war fared considerably better, at one point even occupying Saguntum. Roman successes there not only pinned down Hasdrubal, preventing him from coming to his brother’s aid, but also meant that the new recruits Carthage raised in its North African homeland were sent to reinforce Spain rather than to reinforce Hannibal’s army in Italy. In 210 BC, Rome appointed the younger Scipio (son of Scipio the elder) as commander of Roman forces in Spain, and the following year he captured New Carthage. The Roman government continued to send a steady stream of reinforcements and supplies to its forces fighting in Spain. Meanwhile, all the weaknesses inherent in Hannibal’s reliance on a mercenary army fighting for a long period far from home gradually became apparent — heavy attrition of manpower, mounting difficulty in resupply — and, because the ruling class at Carthage distrusted Hannibal and feared his growing power, they withheld the support he needed; as a result, the further Hannibal fought, the worse his situation became, and he was ultimately trapped in southern Italy, forced to appeal for help to his brother Hasdrubal, who was still fighting in Spain.

In the winter of 208 BC, Hasdrubal led an army (48,000 infantry, 8,000 cavalry, and fifteen war elephants) through the mountainous region of the northeastern Iberian peninsula, crossed the Pyrenees into Gaul, and, the following spring, crossed the Alps into the Po valley of northern Italy. The Roman consul Livius led his troops north to block him, but, lacking sufficient strength, was forced to give ground fighting, finally establishing a defensive position at the small town of Sena, south of the Metauro River. Hasdrubal planned to accelerate his southward advance to join forces with Hannibal in a coordinated pincer movement from north and south, but a message he sent was intercepted by Nero, the other Roman consul, who had been assigned to contain Hannibal, just as it was about to reach Hannibal’s camp. Nero made an immediate and decisive decision: leaving a portion of his force behind to keep watch on Hannibal, he secretly led the rest of his army on a rapid six-day, six-night forced march north to join Livius, and together they crushed the Carthaginian relief force in a single decisive battle; Hasdrubal himself was killed. When Hasdrubal’s severed head was thrown into Hannibal’s camp, it was only then that Hannibal learned of his brother’s defeat and death. Though forced to retreat and hold his ground in southern Italy, such was his reputation that the Romans still did not dare to drive him out.

3. Hannibal’s Catastrophic Defeat at Zama, and Carthage’s Forced Surrender

In 206 BC, the younger Scipio drove the Carthaginians out of Spain entirely, and the following year was elected consul. In 204 BC, Scipio led an army (50 ships, 25,000 men in total) to invade Carthaginian territory in North Africa, and inflicted two heavy defeats on the Carthaginian forces there; the Carthaginian government urgently recalled Hannibal home. In 203 BC, Hannibal returned to Carthage, and persuaded the Senate to break off the peace negotiations then underway. In 202 BC, Hannibal, commanding the Carthaginian army (35,000 infantry, 2,000–3,000 cavalry, and 80 war elephants), and Scipio, commanding the Roman army (25,000–30,000 infantry, 6,000–8,000 cavalry), met for a final decisive battle at Zama, 120 kilometers southwest of Carthage. Both sides employed the flanking envelopment tactics Hannibal had used to such effect at Cannae, but because the Numidian cavalry now allied with Rome proved superior to Hannibal’s own cavalry, and because the overall quality of the Roman army now exceeded that of Carthage, the Carthaginian army suffered a crushing defeat, losing as many as 10,000 men, while Rome lost only 1,500. During the battle, Hannibal made several attempts to salvage the situation, pleading with his soldiers not to flee, but no one heeded him.

After the catastrophic defeat at Zama, Carthage, no longer able to continue the war, was forced to sue for peace. The following year, the two sides signed a peace treaty, under which Carthage was to give up all its overseas territories; to hand over its entire fleet to Rome, retaining only ten warships; never to go to war with any other nation without Roman permission; and to pay Rome an indemnity of 10,000 talents over fifty years. From this point on, Carthage’s position of dominance in the western Mediterranean passed permanently to Rome. Rome then turned its forces eastward, winning the Macedonian Wars (215–168 BC) and securing its hegemony over the eastern Mediterranean as well.

(3) The Third Punic War (149–146 BC)

After the Second Punic War, Carthage’s economy gradually recovered. Fearing its resurgence, Rome resolved to eliminate it once and for all. In 150 BC, Rome tacitly encouraged Numidia to encroach on Carthaginian coastal territory; when Carthage took up arms in self-defense, Rome, on the pretext that this violated the peace treaty, declared war.

In 149 BC, a great Roman army (80,000 infantry, 4,000 cavalry, and 600 warships) landed at Utica, near Carthage. Before setting out, the two commanding consuls had already received secret orders: “Do not cease fighting until Carthage has been razed to the ground.” Caught utterly unprepared by this sudden outbreak of war, and lacking warships, mercenaries, allies, and the financial means to sustain a prolonged conflict, Carthage had no choice but to sue for peace. The Roman Senate first demanded that Carthage hand over, within thirty days, 300 children from its most prominent families as hostages; once these hostages had been delivered to Rome, Rome then demanded the surrender of all weapons and war matériel; and once Carthage had handed over enough armor to equip 200,000 men, along with countless javelins and 2,000 catapults for launching sharp projectiles and stones, the Romans then ordered them to demolish the city of Carthage itself and relocate its population to a site at least fifteen kilometers inland from the coast. Overcome with grief and rage, the people of Carthage finally reached the limit of their endurance and resolved to resist to the last. They put to death the senators who had advocated surrender, freed their slaves, rebuilt their army, hastily manufactured weapons, and fortified their defenses, swearing to defend their capital to the death. Over the following two years, Carthage repeatedly repulsed Roman assaults.

In 147 BC, the younger Scipio Aemilianus (grandson of the elder Scipio) was elected Roman consul. On arriving at Carthage, he first restored order and discipline within the army. He warned his soldiers that the Roman army had not come to plunder, but to conquer; that theirs was not a battle to enrich themselves through victory, but first and foremost to subdue the enemy. Scipio Aemilianus purged the army of useless personnel, ordering them to take with them any excess, useless, or extravagant belongings and leave. After this reorganization, the fighting capacity of the Roman army was greatly strengthened. Scipio Aemilianus led a night raid on the outskirts of Carthage, rescuing 3,500 besieged Roman soldiers and cutting off Carthage’s connection to the interior. The Roman army then adopted a strategy of methodical, step-by-step advance, and within a few months had completed the encirclement of the city of Carthage.

In the spring of 146 BC, Scipio Aemilianus launched the final assault. The besieged people of Carthage, men and women, old and young alike, put up an extraordinarily fierce resistance, even the women and the elderly taking to the field of battle. The brutal hand-to-hand fighting continued for six days and six nights without pause. After suffering heavy casualties, the Roman army finally took the city of Carthage on the seventh day. The Roman Senate ordered the city burned; the fire raged for sixteen days, reducing the city to a field of ashes. Some 200,000 people were massacred, and the 50,000 survivors were all sold into slavery; the territory formerly held by Carthage was reorganized into the Roman province of Africa.

The Third Punic War ended with the utter annihilation of Carthage. From this point on, Rome held undisputed mastery over the entire Mediterranean, becoming the most powerful state in the region, and set out at last on its path toward empire.



III. Commentary

The Punic Wars raged for more than a century, inflicting immense devastation on the countries and regions where they were fought — and yet they hold an important place in the military history of the ancient West, having advanced the military science of antiquity to a wholly new level. In order to defeat Carthage, Rome built a navy from scratch and pioneered the new tactic of shipboard boarding warfare; Hannibal, in order to circumvent Carthage’s naval inferiority, undertook a long overland march, crossing the treacherous Alps to strike deep into the Roman heartland, creating a striking example of an inferior force encircling and annihilating a superior enemy, and pursuing a strategy of combining direct military strikes with efforts to divide and weaken the enemy’s alliance, isolating and undermining Rome from within; Fabius, employing his own strengths against Hannibal’s weaknesses, held firmly to a strategy of delay, shadowing the enemy while avoiding direct confrontation and sustaining a long guerrilla-style campaign of attrition; and it was above all the Second Punic War that produced one of the great commanders of the ancient West, Hannibal himself. All of this exerted a profound influence on the development of Western military strategy and tactics, and offers an outstanding case study for our own efforts to understand the evolution of Western military science.

(1) A Readiness to Learn from the Enemy and a Bold Spirit of Technological and Tactical Innovation Were the Principal Reasons for Rome’s Victory in the First Punic War

At the outset of the war, Rome possessed a powerful land army, one that won repeated victories in land engagements, but had no navy at all — not even a single proper warship — and no knowledge whatsoever of naval warfare. On its first crossing of the three-kilometer-wide Strait of Messina, unfamiliar with the local currents and shifting weather, its ships were scattered by wind and wave; and even at the very outset of its first true naval campaign, its crews, still unfamiliar with sail and rudder alike, found their ships making only halting, sluggish progress. And yet, in order to defeat Carthage — then the leading naval power in the Mediterranean — and to wrest away command of the sea, the Romans boldly learned from their adversary, made the most of their own particular strengths, and pursued reform and innovation without pause. Lacking experience in shipbuilding, they took apart captured Carthaginian quinqueremes and copied their design; lacking experienced oarsmen, they built long wooden benches on land to simulate a ship’s rowing deck, training their new recruits day and night under the guidance of experienced sailors. In particular, their invention of the corvus boarding bridge created an entirely new tactic of “grappling warfare,” effectively turning naval combat into land combat, thereby playing to their own strength (land combat) while avoiding their weakness (naval ramming warfare), and winning one victory after another — so much so that, in the First Punic War, of seven naval battles fought between the two sides, Rome actually won six. Later, after three of its fleets were lost to storms at sea — disasters attributable in part to the top-heaviness of the corvus-equipped ships and their poor handling and stability in rough seas — Rome again modeled its new ships on Carthage’s own light, fast vessels, this time dispensing with the corvus altogether, giving its ships better handling and greater resistance to storms; and, having by now mastered seamanship through years of naval experience, it went on to defeat the Carthaginian fleet through straightforward ramming tactics, even under the unfavorable condition of sailing against the wind, thoroughly shattering once and for all the myth of Carthage’s naval empire, and utterly extinguishing the Carthaginians’ will and resolve to continue their resistance. It may fairly be said that it was precisely through continuous learning and innovation that Rome — a power with no naval tradition to speak of — was ultimately able to seize command of the western Mediterranean and defeat the seemingly invincible maritime power of Carthage.

(2) Hannibal’s Unyielding Resolve, His Ability to Achieve Surprise, and His Skillful Use of Military Force Were the Principal Reasons for Carthage’s Repeated Victories in the Early Stages of the Second Punic War

The Carthaginian army that invaded Roman territory consisted for the most part of Spanish and Gallic mercenaries, men who spoke different languages, followed different customs, and varied enormously in the quality of their equipment and training — an army whose overall quality could not compare with that of the brave and skillful Roman legions. And yet Hannibal, commanding this motley host, marched 1,600 kilometers, crossed the towering Alps, and, without any support from home, campaigned freely across enemy territory for fifteen years, defeating one well-trained, well-equipped Roman legion after another — a true marvel in the history of world warfare, one owed chiefly to his own extraordinary talent for command and his almost magical gift for turning the impossible into reality. He came to be known as the “Father of Strategy.” At a time when the Romans were preparing to strike Carthage simultaneously on two fronts, in Spain and in Africa, Hannibal boldly led his army across the Alps — then thought to be entirely impassable — covering more than 1,600 kilometers in just five and a half months, and suddenly appearing before the Romans; this unexpected mobility won him the strategic initiative and had an enormous impact on the entire course of the war. He led from the front and never wavered in his resolve. As his army crossed the Alps, whether battling wind and snow or picking their way along steep and treacherous mountain trails, with soldiers, horses, and even elephants continually plunging into bottomless ravines, or struck down by stones hurled from the heights by local tribesmen, Hannibal was always to be found wherever the danger was greatest and the need for encouragement most urgent, doing everything he could to keep up his men’s morale. To circumvent Rome’s heavily defended positions, he led his army through a marsh where the water reached his men’s waist-high, and, though one of his own eyes was affected by the poisonous vapors there, nearly blinding him, he pressed resolutely on. He combined the orthodox and the unorthodox in his use of troops, repeatedly exploiting heavy fog to set ambushes that inflicted heavy losses on the enemy. At the Battle of the Trebia, he lured 40,000 enemy troops across the river before surrounding and annihilating 30,000 of them; at Lake Trasimene, he lured 30,000 pursuers into a narrow defile between the lake and the surrounding mountains, dividing and annihilating 20,000 of them. He made skillful use of weather and terrain, and was a master of flexible tactics. At Cannae, he employed no fewer than four distinct stratagems within the space of a single day — positioning his forces to exploit the terrain, skillfully using the wind at his back, feigning surrender, achieving surprise, drawing the enemy in with a feigned retreat, skillfully shifting his formation, setting a cunning ambush, and finally encircling and annihilating the enemy — a display of tactical brilliance that astonishes to this day; in the end, he directed his army to a victory over superior numbers, losing only 6,000 men of his own while killing 54,000 of the enemy and taking 18,000 prisoner, creating a model of encirclement warfare unmatched in the history of ancient warfare. Some have even said that Hannibal, through his own individual genius, single-handedly secured every one of Carthage’s victories in this war. In the military history of the West, he stands, alongside Alexander the Great, king of Macedon, the uncrowned king of the late Roman Republic Caesar, and Napoleon, first emperor of France, as one of the four great commanders revered in the ancient Western tradition.

(3) Rome’s Tenacious, Unyielding Resolve, Its Capacity to Grow Ever More Resolute in the Face of Adversity, and Its Refusal Ever to Admit Defeat, Contrasted with Carthage’s Feebleness of Will, Its Fear of Death, and Its Dread of War, Were the Deep-Seated Reasons for Rome’s Eventual Victory and for Carthage’s Ultimate Destruction as a State and a People

The war, spanning more than a century, inflicted tremendous losses on both sides — and Rome, in particular, suffered repeated catastrophic defeats and setbacks, on several occasions coming to the very brink of ruin. And yet the Romans displayed extraordinary willpower and resilience, weathering crisis after crisis through sheer tenacity of purpose. In the First Punic War, the disaster off Camarina alone claimed the lives of nearly 100,000 sailors and crewmen, some 15 percent of the entire eligible population — with scarcely a single family that did not lose a relative or friend in the disaster — and yet no one called for peace, and within just three months the fleet had been rebuilt. The Roman navy was struck by storms at sea on three separate occasions, each time losing nearly its entire fleet, for a combined loss of some 500 warships and nearly a thousand transport vessels — and yet, even with the state treasury exhausted and tax rates already pushed to their absolute limit, the Romans rebuilt their fleet each time through the voluntary contributions of their own citizens. When Carthage sought to negotiate peace while it held the upper hand, the Romans adhered to a principle of “never compromising in defeat,” and fought on to the end. In 248 BC, hoping to improve its chances of securing acceptable peace terms, Carthage sent the captured Roman consul Regulus along with its own delegation to Rome, promising that if he helped secure a peace settlement, he and his men would be released. But Regulus, once before the Roman Senate, instead urged his countrymen to “carry the war through to the very end whatever the cost, for otherwise the blood of countless Roman citizens would have been shed in vain.” Tearing himself free from his weeping wife, who tried to hold him back, he unflinchingly returned to Carthage with the delegation as he had promised. The Carthaginians, enraged, sealed him inside a spiked barrel and had elephants trample him to death as torture. In the Second Punic War, Rome suffered defeat after defeat in the early going, and yet, rather than falling apart as Hannibal had expected, it grew only more resolute in the face of adversity. After losing 30,000 men in the two battles fought along the Po, the Romans nonetheless swore to fight Hannibal to a final decision, with citizens eagerly volunteering for service, so that thirteen new legions were quickly formed. The defeat at Cannae alone cost Rome a full fifth of all its eligible young men, including large numbers of sons of noble families. It is said that Carthaginian soldiers stripped so many signet rings — symbols of noble status — from the hands of dead Roman soldiers that they filled three large baskets; and the Roman Senate itself lost 177 of its 300 seats to members who had died fighting in the war. And yet the Senate ordered the gates of the city shut against the grieving women within, forbade anyone even to utter the word “peace,” and refused to ransom back the prisoners of war, believing that showing mercy at such a critical moment would only invite further disaster, and that, though harsh compassion might bring short-term pain, it served the public good in the long run. Despite being repeatedly ravaged by the Carthaginian army, and despite the Roman economy having been pushed to the brink of collapse, forced to raise domestic taxes and take on enormous debt to sustain the war effort, and despite the hardship this imposed on ordinary people’s lives, the citizens of Rome unhesitatingly flocked to the front. It is estimated that, during the Second Punic War, of Rome’s entire citizen population of roughly 137,000, as many as 100,000 served in the army, forming twenty-two to twenty-four legions. It was precisely this — the fact that the Romans surpassed every neighboring people in courage, endurance, and hard-fought perseverance — that ultimately brought Rome final victory in the Punic Wars and laid the foundation for the later glory of the Roman Empire.

Carthage, by contrast, was a wealthy and comfortable society, and its people, dreading death above all, generally preferred, whenever they could afford it, to hire mercenaries rather than serve in the army themselves, regarding military service as “a waste of time better spent earning money.” As the French historian Victor Duruy observed: “The Carthaginians were calculating to a fault; they could precisely calculate the value of a single human life, down to the smallest fraction, for every different people,” and held that “the life of a successful Carthaginian merchant was far too precious to be sacrificed — fighting was work best left to Spaniards or Gauls in their place,” for “war, to them, was simply another form of commercial speculation; going to war was merely a means of opening new markets. The key to war was money — the more money one had, the more mercenaries one could buy, and the greater one’s chances of victory: that was all there was to it.” Because of this dread of death and fear of war, at the very outset of the First Punic War, when the Roman expeditionary force first landed in North Africa, Carthage suffered several quick defeats, most of whose casualties were foreign mercenaries, and was reduced to hastily suing for peace with the barely twenty-thousand-strong army of Regulus. And once the Romans, having mastered seamanship for the first time on their own, defeated the Carthaginian fleet using ramming tactics, Carthage found itself utterly unable to bear the hardship and burden the war imposed, and took the initiative in seeking peace with Rome, ceding territory and paying a heavy indemnity in exchange for a brief respite — even though, in truth, the hardship the Romans had endured during this same period far exceeded that of Carthage, to the point that Roman finances had been exhausted and Rome itself could not have withstood even a single further defeat. By the time the Third Punic War began, Carthage had grown even more compliant, submitting entirely to Rome’s dictates, seeking accommodation with a mortal enemy and disarming itself of its own accord — conduct that led directly to its own annihilation as a state and a people. Although Carthage had made no preparation for prolonged war and its fighting capacity could not compare with that of Rome — as Engels himself observed, “the Third Punic War can hardly even be called a war; it was nothing more than the strongest of powers subjugating the weakest with a tenfold superiority in force” — later events proved that, once the Carthaginians finally resolved to unite in a common cause and defend their homeland to the death, they were capable of astonishing feats of resistance. Lacking weapons, they turned every sacred site, every temple, and every open space in the city into a workshop, with men and women alike working around the clock in shifts to manufacture arms, producing on average some 100 shields, 300 swords, 500 spears and javelins, and 1,000 catapult projectiles and other weapons daily; when they ran short of bowstrings, the women of the city donated their own hair to be used in their place; when they ran short of manpower, they freed their slaves; and everyone, without exception, threw themselves bravely into the fight, even the women and elderly taking their place on the battlefield. Relying on their solid walls, the advantage of their terrain, and the desperate resistance of the entire population, they held out against the Roman assault for as long as two years. It was only because the disparity in strength between the two sides was, by that point, simply too great, and the overall trend of the war irreversible, that they were finally defeated at the hands of yet another outstanding Roman commander, the younger Scipio. The tragic course of Carthage’s final struggle shows us that, had the Carthaginians resolved from the very outset to resist their enemy with united purpose, or better still, had they recognized the coming danger and prepared for it far earlier, the outcome might well have been altogether different. The lesson of their national and ethnic destruction remains etched deeply in memory, and gives us much to reflect upon.

(4) The Roman Leadership’s Ability, throughout the War, to Read the Changing Strategic Situation Accurately and to Adjust Its Domestic Policy, Diplomacy, and Military Strategy in a Timely Fashion Was a Key Factor in Its Ultimate Victory

Carthage’s political system closely resembled that of Rome, and was, at bottom, likewise a system of aristocratic oligarchy centered on a governing senate. The difference was that Carthage’s two highest civil magistrates did not themselves hold military command, which was instead delegated to separately appointed generals. This separation of military and political authority had the advantage of preventing military interference in politics, and of allowing military commanders to focus exclusively on military affairs — in principle, a more advanced and efficient arrangement than Rome’s own system. In practice, however, because the core leadership of the Carthaginian government was drawn from two distinct economic interest groups, wealthy merchants on the one hand and great landowners on the other, whose interests frequently diverged, the two factions often found themselves unable to act in concert when making decisions,⁶ resulting in indecision, mutual obstruction, mutual suspicion, and repeated missed opportunities. Rome’s senatorial elite, by contrast, generally managed to reach consensus on questions of foreign policy,⁷ and over the course of a war lasting more than a century, repeatedly demonstrated outstanding leadership and a masterful ability to direct the war effort by adjusting its military strategy in a timely fashion. In the First Punic War, faced with the enemy’s naval superiority, Rome resolutely decided to build a navy of its own with all possible speed; and, to break the eight-year stalemate in Sicily, it made the bold decision to carry the war directly to Carthaginian home territory. In the Second Punic War, when the enemy suddenly appeared on Italian soil itself, Rome decisively abandoned its original plan to meet the invasion head-on, and, after suffering repeated defeats, promptly adopted a delaying strategy instead; and later, once its own overeager pursuit of victory had led to a catastrophic defeat, it just as promptly reverted to a delaying strategy once more, and, unable to defeat the enemy on its own home soil, redirected the war effort instead toward the enemy’s rear. Rome also skillfully coordinated its domestic and foreign policies. In the First Punic War, unable to take the city of Syracuse despite a prolonged siege, it instead lured Syracuse into an alliance by allowing its king to retain his throne, thereby avoiding a mutually exhausting war of attrition; and after concluding a peace treaty with Carthage, Rome first helped Carthage suppress a mercenary revolt and an uprising among its subject territories, so as to prevent international disorder — but when a mutiny later broke out among its own troops stationed in Sardinia, Rome instead switched to supporting the rebels, and used the opportunity to annex both Sardinia and Corsica. Beyond this, Rome treated its allied states with remarkable tolerance, rarely interfering in their internal affairs, and some allied states were even granted full Roman citizenship, entitling them to stand for Roman office and to vote in Roman elections; even those that were not granted full citizenship enjoyed a high degree of local autonomy. This is an important reason why Rome’s alliance system, though repeatedly targeted by Hannibal through both hard and soft means in an effort to break it apart, nevertheless remained fundamentally stable throughout the war. The Romans also extended full trust and confidence to their military commanders. After Scipio the elder was ransomed and released from Carthaginian captivity, he was once again re-elected consul and sent out to lead an army; and even after his fleet was struck by disaster at sea and almost entirely destroyed, Rome not only declined to hold the responsible consul accountable but entrusted him with command of the newly rebuilt fleet as well. And even after Varro’s catastrophic defeat at Cannae — a disaster for which he himself bore heavy responsibility — the consul was received back in Rome with great honor and warmth, and was even thanked by the Senate for never once losing confidence in the Republic even in the depths of defeat. This stands in stark contrast to Carthage, which, after suffering just a single defeat, promptly executed its commander — even as Hannibal himself, fighting alone deep within hostile territory, waging a desperate, blood-soaked campaign for fifteen long years, never once received adequate reinforcement or material support from his own government.

(5) The Superiority of Rome’s System of Citizen Military Service over Carthage’s System of Mercenary Service Meant That the Fighting Power of the Roman Army Far Exceeded That of the Carthaginian Army — an Important Factor in Rome’s Ultimate Victory over Carthage

Different systems of military service — differing degrees of citizen participation in war, and differing levels of morale and mentality among soldiers — exert a tremendous influence on an army’s fighting power. Rome’s system of citizen military service ensured, on the one hand, a steady, uninterrupted supply of manpower throughout the war, and, on the other, guaranteed that its soldiers fought with high morale and fighting spirit. Rome’s allied states were divided into five different tiers, and, apart from those in outright subject status, all enjoyed varying degrees of self-government or Roman citizenship — “roughly a quarter of the population enjoyed full citizenship rights” — and Rome, rather than interfering excessively in their internal affairs or demanding tribute, asked in return only that they contribute troops for military service (every male citizen aged eighteen or older being obligated to serve). This policy of tolerance did no harm to the fundamental interests of Rome’s own ruling class, and, since Roman expansion and victory brought benefits to its allies as well, they in turn cooperated actively with Rome’s military campaigns. Furthermore, because Rome’s citizen-soldiers were drawn from the propertied classes, fighting for the state was, in a certain sense, fighting for themselves as well; and, being characteristically disciplined, respectful of authority, courageous, pragmatic, and unpretentious, and inclined to defer to the will of the state, community, and society, they generally displayed a formidable cohesion and an unshakable, unyielding resolve. Carthage’s system of mercenary service, by comparison, suffered from serious weaknesses relative to Rome’s citizen-soldier system. First, its manpower could not be replenished in a timely fashion. Although Carthage possessed a strong economic base with which to recruit large numbers of mercenaries, the recruitment process itself took time, and gathering troops from different countries and regions into a single location and giving them the necessary training took further time still — meaning that, in wartime, Carthaginian forces were rebuilt noticeably more slowly than Rome’s own, and by the time of the Third Punic War, Carthage even found itself with no troops available to call upon at all. Second, its forces suffered from weak fighting power. Because its mercenaries were drawn from many different countries and regions, not only did their combat experience vary widely, but they lacked any real sense of team spirit or patriotism, and discipline among them was frequently lax. Having come purely for pay, they likewise lacked any real loyalty, and were apt to turn against their employer at the slightest provocation. After the First Punic War, Carthage suffered a mercenary revolt that lasted three years, one that not only severely damaged its military strength but also caused tremendous economic devastation and social upheaval — and even provided Rome with the pretext it needed to seize Sardinia and Corsica.



Notes


	The Phoenicians originally lived scattered across the region between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, and later, under pressure from the great empires of Assyria and Egypt, migrated to the coast of present-day Lebanon, where they engaged in maritime trade and piracy and established colonies widely along the Mediterranean coast. In Phoenician, “Carthage” means “new town.” According to legend, in 814 BC, the king of Tyre (near today’s Sur, Lebanon) was murdered in a coup led by his own brother; the king’s widow, receiving a divine revelation in a dream, brought her followers here, and using a single ox-hide, cut and stretched, managed to enclose a vast tract of land for the founding of the city (the ox-hide, worked with great skill, was cut in a continuous spiral strip along its edge, far exceeding what the native inhabitants had ever imagined possible).


	According to legend, following the Trojan War, the hero Aeneas fled to central Italy, where his descendants founded the kingdom of Alba Longa. A later king of that line, Numitor, was overthrown and exiled by his own brother, Amulius, who killed Numitor’s son and forced his only daughter to become a Vestal Virgin (forbidden to bear children, so as to prevent her descendants from one day avenging her father). She nevertheless bore twin sons by the war god Mars; the boys were thrown into the Tiber River, but were washed ashore and suckled by a she-wolf, and later raised by a shepherd. Once grown, the two brothers killed Amulius, restored their grandfather to his throne, and in 753 BC founded a new city on the spot where the shepherd had found them. The two brothers quarreled over what to name the new city; the elder, Romulus, killed his brother Remus, and named the city after himself — Rome. To this day, the image of the “she-wolf suckling the twins” remains a symbol of the city of Rome.


	Roman consuls held office for a single one-year term, elected each winter and taking up their post the following spring. This system effectively prevented any individual from holding military and political power for a prolonged period and thereby becoming a dictator, but it also meant that consuls tended to seek a decisive battle within their short term of office. This was one reason for certain Roman defeats in this war.


	The corvus boarding bridge measured twelve meters in length and 1.2 meters in width; a large iron spike was fitted to the underside of its far end, with a small hole located 3.7 meters from the tip; a pulley-mounted hoisting pole was fitted to the ship’s bow, through which a rope, threaded through this small hole, kept the bridge raised in normal conditions. As an enemy ship drew near, the crew would swing the bridge to face the enemy vessel, and, once the two ships had closed to an appropriate distance, would release the rope, dropping the bridge; the iron spike at its base would then drive firmly into the enemy’s deck, pinning the two ships together.


	Regulus put forward extraordinarily harsh terms to Carthage: that it cede Sicily and Sardinia; disband its navy, handing over all its warships to Rome; compensate Rome for all its losses in the war and cover the costs of the war itself; pay an annual tribute; and surrender sovereignty over Carthage itself and the whole of its sphere of influence.


	The great landowners represented the interests of the large landed estates, and favored maintaining and consolidating Carthage’s existing position in Africa; the merchant faction, by contrast, represented commercial interests, focused its attention overseas, and favored the use of military force to protect and expand Carthage’s overseas commercial interests.


	After the founding of the Republic, power at Rome was centered in the Senate, which was in turn controlled by a number of leading aristocratic families; in effect, throughout the Republican era, the Senate remained the core of national leadership. Statistics on public elections indicate that the Roman government was, in practice, administered by a closed, club-like circle belonging to fewer than twenty families and numbering some 2,000 people in all.










Chapter 5: The Macedonian Wars (215–168 BC)

The Macedonian Wars were fought between the Roman Republic and the Kingdom of Macedon. The conflict was fought in three separate stages; with the exception of the first, which ended in a stalemate, Macedon was defeated in both subsequent wars, and the kingdom was ultimately destroyed, its territory divided into four self-governing districts under Roman control. Because the Macedonian Wars were fought concurrently with, or in the intervals between, the Punic Wars, Rome never committed particularly large forces to them; and since Macedonian national power had, by this time, already begun to decline, all three Macedonian Wars consisted largely of a series of scattered, small-scale engagements, with only two battles of any real renown: the Battle of Cynoscephalae in the Second Macedonian War, and the Battle of Pydna in the Third. And yet the Macedonian Wars marked an important step on Rome’s path toward empire. In this conflict, the Macedonian phalanx — once an invincible force — proved clumsy, rigid, and utterly vulnerable when confronted with the flexible, mobile Roman “maniple tactics,” and Rome, despite committing comparatively modest forces, achieved brilliant results. The lessons of this war remain well worth our careful study, and provide indispensable material for understanding the full sweep of Western military history.


I. Background to the War

The Kingdom of Macedon was an ancient state in the northern Balkan peninsula, its territory corresponding roughly to the region later known as Macedonia — bounded to the west by the Albanian highlands, to the east by the Rhodope Mountains, to the north by the Šar Mountains, and to the southeast by the Aegean Sea, with a total area of roughly 67,000 square kilometers.¹ Its mountainous interior was known as Upper Macedon, while the coastal region along the Aegean was known as Lower Macedon. Around 700 BC, a people calling themselves Macedonians first came to prominence, advancing eastward along the Haliacmon River under the leadership of King Perdiccas I and his successors. In the mid-5th century BC, Alexander I (reigned 495–450 BC) unified Lower Macedon and founded a slaveholding state. Under King Philip II (reigned 359–336 BC), national power grew steadily, and he unified the whole of Macedonian territory and brought all of Greece under his control. Philip’s son, Alexander the Great, subsequently launched his campaign of eastern conquest, successively destroying Persia and annexing Egypt, and pressing his campaign all the way to India, establishing, by 324 BC, a vast empire spanning three continents — Europe, Asia, and Africa.² In 323 BC, Alexander suddenly fell victim to a malignant fever and died; because he had not clearly designated a successor, the struggle for his throne grew fierce and complicated. Alexander’s generals each seized territory of their own and turned on one another, and after decades of chaotic warfare (known to history as the “Wars of the Diadochi,” or the “Wars of Alexander’s Successors”), the empire finally split into several independent kingdoms, the three largest being the Ptolemaic dynasty of Egypt (holding Egypt and southern Syria), the Seleucid dynasty of Syria (holding Asia Minor, Mesopotamia, and northern Syria), and the Antigonid dynasty of Macedon (holding Macedon and Greece). During this period, the various Greek city-states, taking advantage of the internal chaos within Macedon, successively freed themselves from Macedonian control.

In 220 BC, Philip V succeeded to the Antigonid throne of Macedon. Ambitious and full of energy, he sought to contend for supremacy over the Aegean and the Hellespont, to reunite the whole of Greece under his rule, and made plans to expand into Illyria³ and Asia Minor. At this time, Rome, having already won the First Punic War (264–241 BC), found its expansionist ambitions swelling, and began pushing its influence into the eastern Mediterranean. Roman merchant ships sailing the Adriatic were frequently plundered by Illyrian pirates (who enjoyed the backing of the Illyrian royal court), and the Romans seized the opportunity to launch the First Illyrian War in 229 BC, installing the pro-Roman Demetrius as king. But Demetrius soon turned against Rome, continuing to support the piracy of the coastal tribes and encroaching on coastal cities under Roman protection. Between 220 and 219 BC, Rome launched the Second Illyrian War, wiping out the greater part of the pirate forces and thereby gaining considerably greater influence in the Balkans; Demetrius fled to Macedon.

In 219 BC, Philip V, seeking to bring Greece under his control, first joined forces with the Achaean League⁴ in a war against another Greek league, the Aetolian League,⁵ but was ultimately unable to achieve victory. In 218 BC, the Second Punic War (218–201 BC) broke out. At the outset of that war, the Romans suffered defeat after defeat. In 217 BC, Rome’s army was almost entirely wiped out at the Battle of Lake Trasimene, its troops’ morale collapsed, and the domestic situation grew tense. Philip V saw in this a golden opportunity to realize his dream of building a great power, and hastened to conclude a peace agreement with the Aetolians so as to free his hands for a westward campaign. He openly declared his support for Hannibal, and swiftly assembled a fleet of light, fast vessels, sailing into the Adriatic in the spring of 216 BC, but was quickly driven back by the Roman fleet. In August 216 BC, Rome suffered a further catastrophic, near-total defeat at the Battle of Cannae, and the nation fell into grave crisis. Philip V accordingly resolved to ally himself with Hannibal, and in the summer of 215 BC sent a delegation to Italy to conclude a formal treaty with him. The two sides agreed that Hannibal would help Macedon subdue Greece, while Macedon would help Hannibal subdue Rome in Italy. After Hannibal swore an oath to uphold the agreement, he in turn sent a delegation to Macedon to receive Philip V’s own oath. But the Macedonian ship carrying both delegations was intercepted by a Roman trireme on its return voyage and taken to Rome. Philip V, enraged, resolved to strike first at Rome’s ally Corcyra, and with this the First Macedonian War broke out.



II. The Course of the War

(1) The First Macedonian War (215–205 BC)

At the outset of the war, because Rome was simultaneously fighting the Second Punic War against Carthage and found itself at a disadvantage there, it did not send troops to the Balkans, adopting instead a defensive posture. In 215 BC, the Roman consul Marcus Valerius Laevinus led a fleet of thirty warships to reinforce Apulia, keeping watch there on Macedonian movements. Under the Roman Senate’s strategic decision, Roman forces would cross the sea to attack Macedon directly only once clear evidence emerged that Macedon was taking concrete action to assist Hannibal, and would otherwise strive to pin down Macedonian forces on their own home territory, preventing them from joining forces with Hannibal’s army.

In the spring of 214 BC, Philip led a fleet of 120 small vessels back into the Adriatic and quickly occupied Oricum in Illyria. Before Oricum fell, it had appealed to Laevinus for help. In accordance with the Senate’s orders, Laevinus led his forces across the Adriatic and succeeded in intercepting a small detachment of Philip’s forces. When Philip attacked Apollonia (within present-day Albania, located at approximately 19°27′ E, 40°45′ N), Laevinus devised a stratagem, secretly sending troops into the city who then coordinated an attack from within and without, dealing Philip’s forces a devastating blow. Philip was forced to burn his own newly built ships at the mouth of the Aous River and retreat back into the Macedonian interior.

With his fleet destroyed by fire, Philip could no longer mount a campaign by sea, and turned instead to expanding his power on land. In 213 BC, he crossed the Pindus mountains, attempting to bring Phthiotis, Lissus, and Acarnania under his control, and captured the fortress of Lissus. Laevinus, however, continued to maintain firm control of the Adriatic, refusing to yield an inch. After a period of standoff, the Romans decided to exploit the divisions among Macedon and the various Greek city-states, seeking out allies of their own. Laevinus first turned his attention to the Aetolian League, which had only just concluded its own war with Philip. Their shared enemy allowed the two sides to quickly reach an alliance agreement: the Aetolians would immediately open a land war against Philip; in return, Rome would strengthen its naval presence and provide the Aetolian League with at least twenty-five warships; any territory captured in the war would go to the Aetolian League, while Rome would claim only the movable plunder (including captives and livestock); and neither side would conclude a separate peace with Philip without the other’s consent. Before long, the coalition further expanded to include Elis, Sparta, and Pergamon, greatly strengthening the anti-Macedonian alliance. In this way, rather than being able to carry the war to the Italian peninsula, Philip instead found the fire he had started turned back against himself, and found himself besieged on every side within the Balkans.

In 212 BC, the anti-Macedonian coalition achieved major successes, seizing Oeniadae, Nasos, and Zacynthus, among other places. In 210 BC, Laevinus and his successors captured Anticyra in Phocis and Aegina on the Saronic Gulf, among other cities. In the course of this fighting, a number of Greek city-states were repeatedly seized and their populations sold into slavery, and normal relations between city-states were thrown into constant disruption, so that they came to taste the full bitterness of war. To prevent the conflict from spreading further, many neutral states began pressing for peace.

In 207 BC, just as war-weariness began to spread within the Aetolian League, Philip once again mobilized his fleet, retook Zacynthus, and struck straight into the heart of Aetolian territory, plundering the league’s sacred sanctuary at Thermum. At this juncture, Hannibal’s brother Hasdrubal had just launched a sudden invasion of Italy, and Rome was forced to concentrate the whole of its strength at home, leaving it unable to render further assistance to the Aetolian League. The Aetolian League, having suffered heavy losses and receiving no further support, was compelled, through the mediation of various neutral states, to conclude a peace treaty with Philip in 206 BC.

Having lost the support of the Aetolian League, the Romans had neither the desire nor the capacity to continue fighting alone on the Balkan peninsula. At the time, although Rome had already crushed Hasdrubal and had Hannibal’s forces pinned down in southern Italy, Hannibal nevertheless still posed a considerable threat to Rome; moreover, Rome had, by this point, already achieved its aim of preventing Philip from providing Hannibal with any substantial further assistance during the Second Punic War. Rome therefore signed a peace treaty with Philip in 205 BC, bringing the war to a close. Since neither side had achieved a decisive victory, the treaty essentially preserved the existing balance of power on the battlefield.

(2) The Second Macedonian War (200–197 BC)

In the late 3rd century BC, Egypt, under the rule of Ptolemy IV, had grown considerably weaker. The avaricious Philip V and the Seleucid king Antiochus III secretly concluded an agreement, hoping to seize Egyptian territory while Egypt was weak and its new king, Ptolemy V, still a minor. The plundering and enslavement of the local population that the Macedonian and Syrian forces carried out in the territories they occupied provoked great outrage across the Greek world. A number of smaller states unwilling to see control of the eastern Mediterranean fall into Macedonian hands — Rhodes and Byzantium foremost among them — took the lead in forming an alliance against Philip.

In the summer of 201 BC, Rhodes and Pergamon sent envoys to Rome seeking assistance; Egypt, too, had earlier sought Roman protection. At this time, Rome had only just won the Second Punic War, and after so many years of exhausting warfare, its people longed for peace. And yet the Romans feared that, should Philip and Antiochus grow too powerful, a new Alexander-like conqueror might arise to threaten Rome’s very survival, and Rome’s own policy already carried an expansionist bent. For these reasons, after prolonged debate, the Roman Senate resolved to go to war, using Macedon’s violation of its treaty obligations (in establishing ties with Carthage and encroaching on Roman allies) as its pretext, and formally declared war on Macedon.

In the spring of 200 BC, Rome first sent a delegation of three envoys to the Balkan peninsula, seeking to persuade Greek states to join an anti-Macedonian coalition. At first, most of the Greek city-states adopted a wait-and-see attitude, unwilling to commit to any obligation; only Athens, which had suffered sharp friction with Philip, declared war on Macedon. At the same time, Rome issued Philip an ultimatum, demanding that he cease all hostile action against the Greeks; that he return in full all Egyptian territory he had seized; and that all outstanding disputes between Macedon and Pergamon, and between Macedon and Rhodes, be settled through arbitration. This ultimatum amounted, in effect, to a demand that Philip surrender everything he had already gained, and he naturally refused it outright. The Roman Senate, for its part, had anticipated this refusal from the start; its purpose in issuing the ultimatum was simply to shift the blame for the coming war onto Macedon, while stirring up hostility toward Macedon among the Roman populace.

In the late summer of 200 BC, the Roman consul Publius Sulpicius Galba led two legions across the sea, landing at the Illyrian coastal city of Apollonia and beginning his assault on Philip’s positions in Illyria. At the outset of the war, the two sides were fairly evenly matched, and neither achieved a decisive victory. Before long, however, the Aetolian League joined the anti-Macedonian coalition, and the balance of the war shifted accordingly. By this time, the Dardani and the Illyrians had already become Roman allies, and the fleets of Rhodes and Pergamon coordinated with the Roman navy in striking Macedonian forces in the Aegean and along the Macedonian coast. On the Macedonian side, Antiochus, who had secretly concluded an agreement with Philip, feared that Philip’s power might come to exceed his own, and throughout the war maintained a policy of passive non-involvement, offering Philip no real assistance; and the Achaean League, which had helped Philip during the First Macedonian War, had, since Philip’s interference in Peloponnesian affairs, already broken off relations with him. Although Philip had, in the autumn of 200 BC, helped the Achaean League fight its old enemy Sparta, when he sought an alliance with the League in return, he was refused. In this way, Philip found himself fighting increasingly alone, and the Romans quickly gained the upper hand.

In 199 BC, the Roman consul Sulpicius Galba led his army out on campaign, occupying western Macedon, defeating the greater part of Philip’s forces, and seizing a considerable amount of plunder. He was, however, unable to press deep into Lower Macedon, and returned to his coastal base by that autumn. Meanwhile, the Roman fleet continued to shield Athens and to plunder along the Aegean and Macedonian coastline.

In 198 BC, the Roman consul Titus Quinctius Flamininus was sent to the Balkans to lead the campaign against Philip. Initially, hoping to weaken Philip’s position, Rome attempted to negotiate a settlement. But because Rome insisted on its own terms, and Macedon, for its part, refused to give up what it had already gained, the negotiations went nowhere. In the meantime, the Romans conducted a series of small-scale military operations, and by the time the negotiations broke down entirely, they had seized the strategic Aous Gorge, the key route into Macedon, forcing Philip to retreat to Thessaly. Before long, the fleet of Rome’s allies also advanced to Corinth. Under mounting Roman pressure, the Achaean League too went over to Rome’s side, and Philip’s influence in Greece was reduced, in effect, to the regions of Phthiotis and Thessaly alone.

In 197 BC, the two sides fought a decisive battle at Cynoscephalae⁶ in Thessaly. The opposing forces were roughly equal in number, each numbering between 25,000 and 26,000 men. The battle began with a sudden, unplanned encounter between the two sides’ advance guards, in which the Roman troops initially suffered a setback. Later, 2,000 Roman infantry and 1,500 cavalry arrived in time to reinforce their advance guard, and the main body of the Roman army followed soon after from its camp. The Roman army formed up into three lines, with war elephants positioned at the front of the right wing, and light infantry and cavalry covering the main force in front. At the same time, the main body of the Macedonian army likewise hurried out from its own camp. Without waiting to form up its full phalanx, it charged forward hastily to engage the Roman army. In the fighting that followed, the Macedonian forces still relied on their traditional phalanx formation. Although this massive formation possessed tremendous destructive power on flat, open ground, it clearly lacked flexibility on the uneven terrain of this battlefield. As a result, the Macedonian phalanx no longer held its usual advantage in this engagement, and suffered a crushing defeat under the assault of Rome’s “maniple tactics.” Macedon lost 13,000 men (8,000 killed, 5,000 taken prisoner), while Rome lost only 700.

After this catastrophic defeat at Cynoscephalae, Philip V was forced to sue for peace with Rome. Under the terms of the treaty, Philip gave up all Macedonian territory outside its home borders and withdrew from Greece; he handed over his entire fleet, retaining only six ships; he returned all prisoners of war and disbanded his army; and he agreed to pay an indemnity of 1,000 talents, half immediately and the remainder over the following ten years. With this, the Second Macedonian War came to an end, with Macedon defeated and the greater part of Greek territory falling under Roman influence.

(3) The Third Macedonian War (171–168 BC)

After the conclusion of the Second Macedonian War, Philip V worked to rebuild Macedonian national strength, and at one point even allied himself with Rome in a joint campaign against the Syrian king Antiochus III. In the course of this war, Philip seized a number of towns in Thrace, Phthiotis, Paeonia, and Athamania, further extending his influence in northern Greece. This growth in Macedonian power directly threatened Roman interests in Greek affairs, and so, once Antiochus had been defeated, Rome turned its attention to Macedon as its next principal target. In 189 BC, Rome renewed its treaty with the Aetolians, strengthening the League’s role as a counterweight to Macedon. Later, the Romans also forced Philip to withdraw from Thrace and from a number of strongholds in Greece. Philip’s resentment of Rome deepened accordingly, and he began actively planning for a new war.

In 179 BC, Philip died with his ambitions unfulfilled, and was succeeded by his eldest son, Perseus. Determined to fulfill his father’s dying wish, Perseus resolved to restore Macedonian power and avenge himself upon Rome. At home, he suppressed opposition from the Macedonian aristocracy and vigorously developed the economy, building up an army of 40,000 men; abroad, he exploited widespread Greek discontent with Roman rule,⁷ deliberately stoking tensions between the Greek city-states and Rome, and established relations with states hostile to Rome, including Carthage. Under Perseus’s careful stewardship, Macedon’s economic and military strength grew considerably, and, through alliances with various states of Asia Minor and Greece, it became the political center of anti-Roman sentiment in the Greek world.

In 172 BC, Eumenes II, king of Pergamon, who harbored his own grievances against Perseus, traveled to the Roman Senate to warn that Macedon had, as far back as the reign of Philip V, been planning a war against Rome, and that Perseus was now on the verge of putting these plans into action. On his way back from Rome, Eumenes narrowly survived an assassination attempt at Delphi, an act widely attributed to Perseus. This incident spurred Rome, too, to begin preparing for war. As it had done before, Rome first sent numerous delegations and envoys to the city-states and kingdoms of Greece and Asia, actively seeking out allies, while closely monitoring Perseus’s movements within Rome’s own sphere of influence. At the same time, it swiftly mobilized and assembled two legions, along with a fleet of fifty warships, in preparation for crossing the sea to campaign in Apollonia, Illyria. To buy further time for its preparations, Rome also sent a delegation to Macedon to seek negotiations. Perseus, hesitant and indecisive, and still harboring illusions that war might yet be avoided, agreed to negotiate, thereby losing the best opportunity he would ever have to strike first. Once Rome’s own war preparations were essentially complete, it used Perseus’s alleged violation of past agreements as its pretext, and formally declared war on Macedon in November 171 BC.

At the outset of the war, Perseus’s forces, considerably better prepared, twice defeated the Roman armies that attempted to invade Macedonian territory. In 169 BC, the Roman consul Quintus Marcius Philippus, while attempting to enter Thessaly by way of Epirus, found his forces surrounded by Macedonian cavalry and suffered yet another defeat; not long afterward, however, he succeeded in seizing Palepharsalus. Thereafter, the Roman army won a series of minor victories, capturing many towns, enslaving their populations, and placing these regions under the administration of local pro-Roman factions. At the same time, Rome pursued an active diplomatic campaign, persuading the Aetolian League, the Achaean League, Rhodes, and many other city-states to adopt a friendly or at least neutral stance toward Rome. To strengthen his own position, Perseus, too, attempted to form an alliance with Gentius, king of Illyria. Gentius, seizing the opportunity, demanded a large sum of money; the miserly Perseus was unwilling to pay, and his proposed alliance was rejected. Only after his forces suffered repeated setbacks at the front did Perseus come to fully appreciate the importance of allying with Gentius, and, reluctantly swallowing his pride, finally agreed to pay a considerable sum to secure the alliance.

In 168 BC, the Roman consul Lucius Anicius Gallus first led an army against Illyria, defeating Gentius in less than a month. Meanwhile, the consul Lucius Aemilius Paullus led an army of 26,000 men through Epirus, arriving on June 21 at the Macedonian city of Pydna, on the northern shore of the Gulf of Thermai (in present-day Greece). At the time, the Macedonian army defending Pydna numbered more than 40,000 men, personally commanded by Perseus, who had deployed his forces on the high ground near the city to guard against a Roman siege. On June 22, patrols from the two sides encountered one another and clashed, and the skirmish quickly escalated into a decisive battle remarkably similar to the one fought thirty years earlier at Cynoscephalae. At the outset of the battle, the Macedonian phalanx launched a fierce, dense infantry assault, and the Roman advance guard was forced to give ground. As the Macedonian phalanx pursued the retreating Romans across broken, undulating terrain, its battle formation began to fall into disorder. Paullus seized upon the gaps that opened in the Macedonian ranks and launched a decisive counterattack. Once again, the Macedonian phalanx exposed the fatal weakness of its unwieldy long spears, and its soldiers began throwing them down and fleeing in disarray. By the time the fighting ended at dusk, the Macedonian army had suffered a crushing defeat, with 20,000 men killed and 11,000 taken prisoner. Perseus himself fled the battlefield with a handful of surviving troops, but was captured not long afterward and later died in prison. The Romans went on to occupy and plunder Pydna.

In 167 BC, the Roman Senate abolished the Macedonian monarchy altogether, dividing the entire territory of Macedon into four Roman “self-governing districts.” The harsh rule the Romans subsequently imposed provoked fierce resistance among the Macedonian people. In 149 BC, Macedon rose in revolt against Roman rule (a conflict sometimes referred to as the “Fourth Macedonian War”). The leader of this uprising, Andriscus, claimed to be the son of Perseus. The rebels won support from various parts of Greece and repeatedly defeated Roman forces sent against them. The following year, however, the uprising was crushed by an overwhelming Roman army, and Andriscus was captured. From this point on, Macedon’s remaining self-governing status was revoked, and Macedon was merged together with Illyria and Epirus to form the Roman province of Macedonia. In 147 BC, central and southern Greece were likewise absorbed into this same province. In 146 BC, Rome destroyed Carthage and established the province of Africa. From this point on, Rome’s expansion faced no further major obstacles, and it ultimately came to form a vast empire spanning Asia, Africa, and Europe, with the Mediterranean itself reduced to little more than Rome’s own “inland lake.”



III. Commentary

The Macedonian Wars were fought concurrently with, or in the intervals between, the Punic Wars; Rome’s chief effort throughout this period was devoted to its contest with Carthage for supremacy over the western Mediterranean, and it never committed particularly large forces to the Balkan peninsula. Macedon, for its part, its national strength already in decline, remained preoccupied with consolidating its hold over Greece and, fearing Rome’s growing power, never dared to send an army into Italy itself. For this reason, the Macedonian Wars were, on the whole, fought on a comparatively small scale, with only two truly significant engagements: the Battle of Cynoscephalae and the Battle of Pydna. And yet the Macedonian Wars marked an important step on Rome’s path toward empire. In this conflict, the Macedonian phalanx — once an invincible force — proved clumsy, rigid, and utterly vulnerable when confronted with the flexible, mobile Roman “maniple tactics,” and Rome, despite committing comparatively modest forces, achieved brilliant results. The successes and failures the two sides displayed in tactical innovation, strategic planning, and diplomatic maneuvering are well worth our careful study, and provide indispensable material for understanding the full sweep of Western military history.

(1) Military Rigidity and a Lack of Innovation Left the Once-Glorious Macedonian Phalanx Utterly Vulnerable before the Flexible, Mobile Roman “Maniple Tactics” — the Foremost Reason for Macedon’s Defeat

The Macedonian phalanx was a battle formation, together with an accompanying set of tactics, invented by King Philip II of Macedon on the basis of his study of the traditional Greek phalanx. The Greek phalanx typically arrayed its soldiers eight ranks deep, armed with short swords, shields, and javelins; owing to its relatively simple layout and well-balanced offensive and defensive qualities, it had once been widely adopted by the armies of the various Greek city-states. Philip II, who had spent time as a young man studying at Thebes, had closely observed and studied this formation in detail. Once he became king of Macedon, he carried out a major reform of the phalanx, increasing the number of ranks in each file to sixteen, and replacing the soldiers’ main weapon with a much longer spear, the sarissa, measuring five to six meters, wielded with both hands; correspondingly, he had his soldiers switch to a lighter shield, worn slung over the arm rather than held by hand. He also established strict rules governing each soldier’s position within the formation, ensuring that the phalanx as a whole maintained a tight, dense formation throughout the fighting, with the spear-points of the front five ranks all projecting forward from the formation at once. This heavily disciplined, densely arrayed formation, bristling with spear-points, transformed what had once been essentially a chaotic melee fought according to individual soldiers’ ability into something closer to a unified, integrated whole. On the attack, it bore down upon the enemy with overwhelming, concentrated force, driving them back as they found themselves unable to withstand the thrusts of its dense array of spears; on the defensive, it was like some enormous wild boar or hedgehog, bristling with spines, leaving the enemy with no opening through which to strike. Philip II and, after him, Alexander the Great, relying on this formation in combination with cavalry shock attacks, swept across battlefield after battlefield without a single defeat, and it played a crucial role in enabling Alexander to build his vast empire spanning Europe, Asia, and Africa. And yet this formation suffered from three significant weaknesses: first, its flanks and rear were extremely vulnerable to attack; second, it lacked mobility, requiring broad, flat, open terrain in order to fight effectively; and third, since its principal weapon was the long spear, with only a small number of soldiers carrying short swords, it found the spear cumbersome to wield and was ill-suited to close combat. After Alexander’s death, his successors, complacent in the glory of what had already been achieved, not only failed to further refine the Macedonian phalanx, but in fact allowed its infantry equipment to grow even heavier and its mobility to decline still further, while the cavalry forces that had once protected its flanks were greatly reduced in strength — so that these inherent weaknesses became ever more pronounced.

The Roman army, too, had originally relied on phalanx-based infantry tactics of its own; but in the course of unifying the Italian peninsula, it had continually learned from and absorbed the superior tactics of its various adversaries. The renowned general Marcus Furius Camillus created, around 390 BC, an entirely new infantry battle formation organized around the legion (each legion numbering roughly 3,000 to 4,000 men). He divided the infantry, according to age, into three lines — the hastati (younger soldiers), the principes (soldiers in their prime), and the triarii (veteran soldiers) — with the hastati in front, the principes behind them, and the triarii held in reserve at the rear, so as to make the fullest use of each soldier’s individual ability and experience. Each of these three lines was in turn organized into a number of centuries (with 120 men to a century among the hastati and principes, and 60 men to a century among the triarii), and, in battle, these centuries were arranged in a checkerboard pattern, so that the gaps in the front line of centuries were covered by the second line behind them, and the gaps in the second line were, in turn, covered by the third. Soldiers were further organized into maniples, each maniple consisting of thirty men, with ten maniples together forming one flank of a legion, used to strike at the enemy’s own flanks and rear. This method of organizing troops into flexible, comparatively loose formations built around the century as the basic unit came to be known as “maniple tactics.” Though this was, like the Macedonian phalanx, a form of ancient heavy-infantry tactics, it employed a considerably looser battle formation, one that excelled in mobility: whether on flat ground or on broken, undulating terrain, it could adjust its speed and change formation flexibly in response to circumstances as the battle unfolded. On the attack, it combined a frontal assault with simultaneous strikes against the enemy’s flanks and rear, and was able to drive wedges into the enemy’s own formation, helping to divide and defeat the enemy’s forces piece by piece; its three-line arrangement lent the formation as a whole considerable staying power and resilience, so that even if one unit of soldiers were defeated, this would not necessarily cause the entire battle line to collapse, since reserves positioned behind could quickly move up to fill any gap. In addition, the soldiers’ primary equipment consisted of a short sword, a short spear (or javelin), and a large shield, making it convenient for them to throw their javelins as the enemy drew close and then switch to their short swords for close combat once they had closed with the enemy’s own ranks; and the rear ranks of the Roman battle formation also included archers, capable of inflicting heavy casualties on the enemy at close range as well.

The actual fighting of the Macedonian Wars demonstrated that the Macedonian phalanx, though once an all-conquering force, lost its former terrifying power the moment it found itself fighting on broken, hilly ground against the flexible, mobile Roman “maniple tactics.” In both of the two largest pitched battles of the war — the Battle of Cynoscephalae in 197 BC and the Battle of Pydna in 168 BC — the two sides’ forces were roughly comparable in size, and yet, without exception, Macedon suffered a crushing defeat in each. It may fairly be said that it was the flexible, resilient Roman “maniple tactics” that defeated the clumsy, rigid tactics of the Macedonian phalanx. And though the defeat at Cynoscephalae had already made abundantly clear the gap between the Macedonian phalanx’s tactics and Rome’s own “maniple tactics,” the Macedonians nevertheless failed to press forward with any real reform, and, thirty years later at Pydna, suffered defeat once again in almost exactly the same manner, King Perseus himself ultimately meeting utter ruin, his kingdom destroyed and he himself captured and disgraced — a truly lamentable outcome. For this reason, the foremost cause of Macedon’s defeat and eventual destruction as a state lay in its own rigid conservatism, its unwillingness to advance, and its lack of innovation, which left its once-advanced Macedonian phalanx at a growing disadvantage before the continually evolving, innovating Roman “maniple tactics” — a disadvantage that, compounded by other unfavorable factors, ultimately led to its repeated defeats on the battlefield.

(2) Actively Pursuing a Strategy of Alliance-Building in Diplomacy, in Coordination with Its Military Campaigns, Was the Key to Rome’s Ability to Achieve Brilliant Victories, and Ultimate Triumph, with Comparatively Modest Forces

As Sun Tzu observed: “The best policy is to attack the enemy’s strategy; the next best is to attack his alliances; the next best is to attack his army; and the worst policy is to attack walled cities.” In the Macedonian Wars, the fact that Rome, without committing particularly large forces, was able to defeat a Macedonian army that at times outnumbered its own may fairly be attributed above all to Rome’s masterful use of alliance-building and strategic maneuvering in this conflict. Throughout the Macedonian Wars, the focal point of the contest between the two sides lay consistently in Greece. Both sides, over the course of the fighting, made it their principal strategy to win over as many allies as possible while creating as many enemies as possible for their adversary — but Rome proved far more skillful than Macedon in the application of strategy and stratagem, and its diplomatic offensive proved correspondingly more effective. Although Greece had already, since the mid-4th century BC, come entirely under Macedonian control, in the eyes of the Greeks themselves, Macedon remained their ancient enemy, the true adversary against whom they sought liberation and independence; not only did the Aetolians frequently come into conflict with Macedon, but even the Achaeans, who were on comparatively friendly terms with Macedon, likewise regarded it with suspicion and apprehension. Recognizing this, the Romans made full use of the deep-seated contradictions between Macedon and the various Greek city-states, employing every possible combination of methods — playing one side against another, alternating force with conciliation — to steadily build up their own strength, laying a solid foundation for their eventual victory. In the First Macedonian War, Rome first reached an agreement with the Aetolian League, which had only just concluded its own war with Macedon, to jointly attack Macedon; it then continually expanded the anti-Macedonian coalition, surrounding Macedon with enemies on every side, ultimately achieving its strategic goal of confining the fighting to the Balkan peninsula and preventing Macedon from rendering any real assistance to Hannibal’s campaign in Italy. In the Second Macedonian War, once Rome had declared war on Macedon, it sent envoys ahead even before moving its troops, actively working to persuade Greek states to join the anti-Macedonian coalition; although, at first, only Athens joined Rome in declaring war on Philip, this nevertheless won Rome the moral high ground; and when the two sides later found themselves locked in a stalemate, Rome once again persuaded the Aetolian League to join the anti-Macedonian coalition, quickly turning the tide of the war and achieving a string of victories; later still, through a combination of military pressure and diplomatic maneuvering, alternating force with conciliation, Rome succeeded in winning the Achaean League over to its own side as well. In the Third Macedonian War, Rome, as it had done before, sent numerous delegations and envoys to the city-states and kingdoms of Greece and Asia during its preparations for war, actively seeking out allies; and once the war had broken out, through active diplomatic efforts, it ensured that the Aetolian League, the Achaean League, Rhodes, and other Greek states all adopted a friendly, or at the very least neutral, stance toward Rome. Macedon, by contrast, saw its own diplomatic efforts in the First Macedonian War, whether with Philip II or with Hannibal, yield no real benefit whatsoever, and in fact simply provided Rome with a pretext to go to war in the first place; during the war itself, Macedon’s crude interference in the internal affairs of the Achaean League, which had once assisted it, caused the League to sever relations with it altogether, and it went on to abandon Macedon entirely during the Second Macedonian War. In that same war, Macedon was unable to dispel the suspicions of its ally Antiochus of Syria, and, receiving no support from that quarter, found itself fighting virtually alone; and its later alliance with Rome in a joint campaign against Syria fully exposed the shortsightedness of its own strategic thinking, sowing the seeds of its own eventual defeat and destruction. Before the Third Macedonian War, Perseus made skillful use of Greek discontent with Roman rule, working assiduously to build an anti-Roman coalition, but once war actually broke out, one ally after another abandoned him; during the war, Perseus attempted to ally himself with Illyria, but was at first rebuffed over his own miserliness with money, and only after suffering repeated setbacks on the battlefield did he finally, reluctantly, and at great expense, succeed in securing an alliance with Illyria — by which time it was already too late. In short, it was Macedon’s repeated diplomatic failures that left it isolated, forced to fight alone against Rome and its many allies — a key factor in its total defeat in this war.

(3) Political Misjudgment of the Strategic Situation, and Repeated Errors in Decision-Making, Were Important Factors Behind Macedon’s Own Reckless Initiation of Hostilities and Its Eventual Defeat and Destruction as a State

As Sun Tzu observed: “War is a matter of vital importance to the state — a matter of life and death, the road either to survival or to ruin. It is mandatory that it be thoroughly studied.” Whenever a state raises arms and goes to war, the very survival of the nation is at stake, and this demands the most careful deliberation, striving always to reach decisions that genuinely serve the interests of the state and its people. And yet the kings of Macedon consistently failed to correctly assess the international situation or accurately gauge their own national strength, and, in pursuing a policy of expansion and contending for regional hegemony in the Mediterranean, made a series of erroneous decisions that triggered three separate wars; compounded by repeated errors in decision-making during the fighting itself, these ultimately brought about Macedon’s own defeat and destruction as a state. In the First Macedonian War, Philip V, believing that Rome, then locked in its struggle with Carthage for supremacy over the western Mediterranean and at a distinct disadvantage in that conflict, would have neither the ability nor the inclination to concern itself with affairs in the eastern Mediterranean, seized the opportunity to pursue an aggressive expansion into that region, rashly allying himself with Hannibal — thereby handing Rome, which had already harbored ambitions of eastward expansion, precisely the pretext it needed to go to war. During the fighting itself, Macedon’s decision-making proved indecisive and its actions irresolute; it failed to seize the favorable opportunity presented by Hannibal’s crushing defeat of the Roman army to launch an invasion of Italy and deliver Rome a fatal blow, nor did it provide Hannibal with any substantive assistance, and, once Rome had defeated Hannibal, Macedon had no choice but to accept a settlement on terms of parity with its position at the war’s outset. In the Second Macedonian War, Philip V, seeking to exploit Egypt’s national decline and the youth of its new king to ally with Syria and jointly partition Egyptian territory, and hoping once again to bring the Greek city-states under his control, failed to recognize that Rome, having by this time already defeated Carthage and seized supremacy over the western Mediterranean, was itself now a rising power actively seeking further expansion. Macedon’s aggressive conduct not only gave Rome a ready-made pretext to intervene under the guise of protecting weaker neighboring states, but also provoked intense outrage across the Greek world, costing Macedon the trust it had once enjoyed there. Upon his accession to the throne, Perseus at first pursued a policy of peaceful development, renewing Macedon’s alliance with Rome, forging a marriage alliance with Syria by marrying the Syrian princess Laodice, and working hard to improve relations with the various Greek city-states, achieving rapid growth in the nation’s economic and military strength. Later, however, he grossly overestimated his own strength, failing to recognize that Rome, by this time, had already grown extremely powerful, and, as his own ambitions for expansion swelled rapidly out of proportion, he ill-advisedly sought to revive Macedonian glory and devoted himself to building an anti-Roman coalition — thereby handing Rome, once again, a fresh pretext for further expansion.



Notes


	Following the fall of the Kingdom of Macedon, this territory passed successively under the control of Rome and, later, the Ottoman Empire; after the Balkan Wars of 1913, it was divided among the Kingdom of Serbia (later Yugoslavia), Greece, and Bulgaria. The portion belonging to Greece is known as Greek (Aegean) Macedonia; the portion belonging to Bulgaria is known as Pirin Macedonia; and the portion belonging to the former Yugoslavia is known as Vardar Macedonia. Vardar Macedonia became a constituent republic of the Yugoslav federation after the Second World War, under the name the Socialist Republic of Macedonia, and, following the breakup of Yugoslavia, formally declared its independence on November 20, 1991. Because Greece regards “Macedonia” as fundamentally a geographic term, it has firmly opposed the use of “Macedonia” or “Republic of Macedonia” as a derivative national name; at present, the name “Republic of Macedonia” is recognized by only around forty countries, while the great majority of the world’s states, as well as the United Nations, the European Union, and the International Olympic Committee, refer to this country instead as the “former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia.”


	See the battle case on “Alexander’s Eastern Campaigns” elsewhere in this volume.


	Illyria lay in the northwestern part of today’s Balkan peninsula, encompassing the eastern coast of the Adriatic Sea and its hinterland, corresponding roughly to today’s Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia and Montenegro, and Albania. Ancient Illyria was never politically unified, and its borders remained ill-defined. By the late 3rd century BC, Illyria controlled roughly the territory of present-day northern Albania, Montenegro, and Herzegovina, with its capital near present-day Shkodër, Albania. This territory was conquered by Rome between 35 and 33 BC and became a Roman province.


	The Achaean League, located in the northern Peloponnese, was originally formed in the 4th century BC as a federation of twelve city-states, but was broken up by Macedon in the late 4th century. In 280 BC, several city-states, taking advantage of internal unrest in Macedon, re-formed the league, which subsequently expanded, and by the mid-3rd century BC, at its height, encompassed many city-states across the Peloponnese and central Greece. The League fought Macedon for many years, and, in alliance with the Aetolian League between 239 and 229 BC, once joined forces against Macedon. In 198 BC, the League assisted Rome against Macedon. In 146 BC, following its defeat in a war against Rome, the League was dissolved.


	The Aetolian League, located in west-central Greece with its capital at Thermum, began as a loose confederation of tribes; from the late 4th century BC onward, it grew steadily stronger through its resistance to Macedonian rule, and by the late 3rd century BC had reached the height of its power, encompassing not only many city-states of central Greece but also parts of Thessaly and the Peloponnese. In the late 3rd and early 2nd centuries BC, it allied with Rome against Macedon on two occasions. In 192 BC, it instead allied itself with the Seleucid king against Rome, but was defeated. In 189 BC, it was forced to become a subject ally of Rome, and in 167 BC Rome dissolved the Aetolian League altogether.


	Cynoscephalae is a range of hills northwest of the town of Skotoussa in the present-day Thessaly region of Greece. The name “Cynoscephalae” derives from Greek, meaning “dogs’ heads,” and the hills are accordingly also known as “Dogshead Hill.”


	At the time Greek city-states first became Roman dependencies, many were overjoyed to have gained “autonomy,” and some Greeks even called the Romans their “liberators.” But as time passed, Greece increasingly became a Roman satellite, and even daily life in Greece came to fall under strict Roman control, giving rise to a quiet undercurrent of anti-Roman sentiment.










Chapter 6: The Gallic Wars (58–51 BC)

The Gallic Wars were a war of aggressive conquest waged by the Roman Republic in order to subdue Gaul and expand its territory — and, more than this, a brutal campaign of conquest through which Caesar sought to build up his own power, defeat his political rivals, and ultimately establish his own dictatorship, winning glory and military renown, expanding and equipping his armies, and plundering wealth along the way. Over the course of eight years of campaigning, from 58 to 51 BC, Caesar, commanding an army of roughly 50,000 men in total, fought against a Gallic population numbering as many as 3,000,000, killing or capturing some 1,000,000 Gauls in total, seizing more than 800 towns and subduing more than 300 tribes, and ultimately conquering the whole of Gaul. Throughout the Gallic Wars, Caesar, through his military, political, and diplomatic genius, achieved extraordinary feats, accumulated a wealth of practical military experience, and won for himself the reputation of a truly great commander, leaving behind a precious military legacy for later generations; the art of command and the strategy and tactics he displayed have long been held in the highest esteem by Western military circles, and have earned him a place, alongside Alexander, Hannibal, and Napoleon, among the “Four Great Captains” of Western military history, whose fame will endure for all time.


I. Background to the War

“Gaul” was the name the Romans gave to the vast region stretching from the Pyrenees and from the Po valley of northern Italy in the east, westward as far as the Rhine, and on to the Atlantic — encompassing, in modern terms, northern Italy, France, Luxembourg, Belgium, Switzerland, and parts of the Netherlands and Germany. Geographically, this region could be divided, along the line of the Alps, into Cisalpine Gaul and Transalpine Gaul (Gaul “on this side” and “on the far side” of the Alps, respectively); Cisalpine Gaul could be further divided, along the Po River, into Gaul north and south of the Po. In Caesar’s time (102/100–44 BC), Gaul was divided into three parts: Gallia Togata (referring to the fully Romanized portion of Gaul), Gallia Narbonensis (a Roman province), and “barbarian” Gaul. Within so-called “barbarian” Gaul, the southwestern portion, lying between the Pyrenees and the Garonne River, was inhabited by the Aquitani; the northeastern portion, lying between the Seine, the Marne, and the Rhine, was inhabited by the Belgae; and the remaining vast territory was inhabited by the Celts (whom the Romans called the Gauls).

The Celtic tribes originally lived in central Europe; around 1500 BC, they began migrating south along the Rhine and westward, first settling in the region corresponding roughly to today’s France, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Switzerland, before splitting into many different tribal groups that spread out in various directions: one branch crossed the sea into Britain, one crossed the Pyrenees into Spain, and one, between the late 5th and 4th centuries BC, crossed the Alps into northern Italy and settled in the Po valley. In the early 4th century BC, Rome had its first encounter with the Gauls, when Gallic tribes marched south in great numbers, invading Etruria and the region of Latium and putting them to fire and plunder. In 390 BC, the Gauls occupied Rome itself, sacking it thoroughly, but were soon driven back. Thereafter, Rome gradually established its dominance over Italy, repeatedly repelling further Gallic incursions. In the late 3rd century BC, Rome conquered Gallia Cisalpina, bringing it under Roman control and establishing the province of Cisalpine Gaul. During the Second Punic War, many Gallic tribes joined Hannibal’s army, but after the war Rome reasserted its authority over Cisalpine Gaul and even expanded its territory there further. Between 122 and 117 BC, the Roman army went on to subdue the valley of the Rhône, establishing the province of Gallia Narbonensis. By the mid-1st century BC, Rome had essentially consolidated its rule over Cisalpine Gaul, and its attention had turned toward the rest of France.

At this time, the Gauls remained divided into many mutually hostile, independent tribes. Some of these tribes still lived under a clan-based communal system, while others had already developed marked social stratification, with a tribal aristocracy (drawn chiefly from the priestly and knightly classes) forming a ruling class that possessed large numbers of slaves and considerable wealth, standing far above the ordinary members of the clan. Many Gallic tribes, especially those in the south that had come under the strong influence of Massilia (today’s Marseille) and Roman civilization, had already begun to adopt a settled way of life. Thanks to the development of handicraft industries, the region of Gaul had given rise to a number of semi-urbanized fortified centers, such as Vellaunodunum (near today’s Montargis), Lutetia (today’s Paris), and Cenabum (today’s Orléans). Although Rome and the Gallic tribes remained in a state of more or less constant conflict, this did not prevent trade between them, and many Roman merchants had even settled permanently within Gallic territory.

Meanwhile, the Roman Republic of the 1st century BC found itself gripped by political crisis, as the Senate faction, led by Sulla, and the popular faction, led by Marius and Cinna, waged a bitter and merciless struggle for power, with both sides taking up arms against each other and exacting repeated bloody reprisals, until the whole of Italy ran with blood. This struggle ended with Sulla’s faction forcibly reasserting senatorial rule, and Marius, who had championed democratic reform, dying brokenhearted and utterly spent. In the years that followed, three new figures rose to prominence on the Roman political stage: Crassus, Pompey, and Caesar.¹ In 60 BC, the three men formed a secret political alliance aimed at jointly opposing the power of the Senate (the so-called “First Triumvirate”). Pompey commanded the army; Crassus possessed vast wealth; and Caesar enjoyed considerable popularity among the common people. Each represented a different power base, yet none possessed the strength on his own to contend alone against the aristocratic faction, and only through temporary compromise and cooperation could they hope to counterbalance the senatorial nobility. With the backing of Pompey and Crassus, Caesar was elected consul for the year 59 BC. During his term of office, disregarding senatorial opposition, he worked hard to secure ratification of the various measures Pompey had implemented in the East, and, through a number of laws favorable to the equestrian class, greatly enhanced his own political standing. As heir to the political cause of Marius and Cinna, he also deliberately cultivated his own reputation as a champion of the common people, hoping to rival his fellow triumvirs by drawing on popular support and his standing among the reform faction. He pushed through a new land law that granted land to more than 20,000 poor citizens with families, and instructed his allies to constantly petition on behalf of the common people, stirring up popular opposition to the senatorial aristocracy.

Caesar himself, however, knew perfectly well that, whether in terms of “military accomplishment” or of wealth, he still lagged somewhat behind Crassus and Pompey. To surpass these other two members of the “triumvirate” and realize his own political ambition of establishing sole rule, he would need to command a powerful army and possess abundant financial resources of his own. He therefore set his sights on the governorship of Gaul as a particularly attractive prize, and resolved that, once his term as consul expired, he would go there in person, using it as a base from which to expand Roman territory, recruit troops and horses, build up his own strength and prestige, and lay the groundwork for seizing still greater power. In 58 BC, through the agreement of the triumvirate, Caesar was appointed governor of Cisalpine Gaul and Illyria for a term of five years (later extended for a further five). Later, when the governor of Gallia Narbonensis suddenly died, Caesar was granted that governorship as well, giving him command of one legion in Gallia Narbonensis and three legions stationed at Aquileia in northeastern Italy (near today’s Venice). Caesar’s assumption of the governorship of Gaul marked the beginning of the Gallic Wars.



II. The Course of the War

In 58 BC, Caesar arrived to take up his post in Gaul. From the outset, using Cisalpine Gaul and Gallia Narbonensis as his base, he launched the Gallic Wars, expanding aggressively into the territory of Gaul beyond the Alps.

(1) The First Campaign: Against the Helvetii

The Celtic peoples were divided into many tribes, among which the most warlike was the Helvetian tribe. Helvetian territory was bounded to the northeast by the wide, deep waters of the Rhine, facing the Germanic peoples on the far side; to the northwest and west lay the towering, forbidding Jura mountains, separating the Helvetii from the Sequani; and to the south and southeast lay the Rhône River and Lake Geneva, together with the Alps, separating them from the Roman province. Believing their territory unsuited to their people’s future development, and troubled by repeated raids from Germanic tribes, the Helvetii resolved to undertake a mass migration in search of new land and pasture elsewhere. Only two routes lay open to them: one passed through Sequanian territory, but was narrow and difficult, easily held even by a small defending force, and impossible to pass without the Sequani’s consent; the other route was flatter and more convenient, but passed through the Roman province of Gallia Narbonensis.

In 58 BC, the Helvetii burned all twelve of their own towns, four hundred villages, and every other private structure they owned, taking with them only food, weapons, wagons, and livestock, and persuaded their neighbors — the Rauraci, the Tulingi, and the Latobrigi, as well as the Boii — to join them, agreeing to rendezvous at Geneva on March 28 and proceed together westward through the Roman province of Gallia Narbonensis. On receiving this report, Caesar left Rome at once and, leading the single legion then stationed in Gallia Narbonensis,² made for Geneva with all possible speed, swiftly demolishing the bridge the Helvetii intended to use to cross into the province, and ordering every province under his authority to raise as many additional troops as possible. On learning that the Roman army had blocked their path, the Helvetii sent envoys to seek Caesar’s permission to pass, promising to do no harm to the province or to any tribe allied with it. But because, in 107 BC, one of the four Helvetian tribes, the Tigurini, had marched south into the province, defeated a Roman army, and killed the consul then in command, Lucius Cassius Longinus, Caesar considered the Helvetii fundamentally untrustworthy and had no intention of granting their request; yet, wanting more time to gather and concentrate his own forces, he neither agreed nor refused outright, telling their envoys instead that he needed time to consider the matter, and that they should return on April 13 for his answer. In the meantime, Caesar led the legion he had brought with him, together with the newly raised troops, to swiftly construct, between Lake Geneva and the Jura mountains, a rampart and trench nineteen Roman miles long and sixteen Roman feet high,³ and stationed defensive forces along it. When the Helvetian envoys returned on the appointed day to see Caesar, their request to pass through the province was naturally refused, and they had no choice but to seek another route, planning instead to pass through the territory of the Sequani.

The Helvetian migration inflicted considerable damage and loss on the Aedui, a Roman ally, and on the Aedui’s own allies, who in turn appealed to Caesar for help. Using this appeal for assistance as his pretext, Caesar, without waiting for any explicit instruction from the Senate, led the three legions then stationed at Aquileia (in today’s Veneto) together with two newly raised legions from Italy, and, taking a shortcut across the Alps, caught up with the Helvetii at the Saône River (which flows slowly through Aedui and Sequani territory before joining the Rhône). Taking advantage of the fact that a quarter of the Helvetian migrants had not yet crossed the river, the Roman army launched a sudden attack, killing the greater part of those still on the near bank. As it happened, those slaughtered in this attack were mostly members of the Tigurini tribe — and for this reason, Caesar’s victory in this surprise attack was regarded as having washed away the old disgrace Rome had suffered at their hands.

To pursue the remaining Helvetian forces, Caesar ordered a bridge built rapidly across the Saône, and led his army across (a crossing the Romans completed in a single day, whereas the Helvetii themselves had taken twenty days to cross). Alarmed by this, the Helvetii sent an envoy, Divico, to negotiate with Caesar, indicating that if the Romans were willing to make peace, the Helvetii would settle wherever Caesar directed them to; but if the Romans insisted on war, then they should remember the disgrace Rome had once suffered at Helvetian hands, and the valor the Helvetii had shown in the past. Caesar responded that he would agree to peace only if the Helvetii handed over hostages. Divico replied that the Helvetii, since the time of their ancestors, had always followed the custom of accepting hostages from others, never of handing over hostages themselves. And so, near the town of Bibracte, the two sides fought a decisive battle. Although the Helvetii fought stubbornly, their inferior equipment, numerical disadvantage, and lack of supplies led ultimately to their catastrophic defeat, and they were forced to surrender, with only about 13,000 managing to escape. Caesar did not pursue the fleeing Helvetii, but instead sent diplomatic notices to the neighboring Gallic tribes, ordering them, on pain of being treated as accomplices of the Helvetii, not to provide the fugitives with food or any other form of assistance. Later, those fugitives who were captured by local inhabitants and handed over to Caesar were put to death; the rest, receiving no help from anywhere, were likewise eventually forced to surrender. According to Caesar’s own Commentaries on the Gallic War, of a Helvetian people who had originally numbered 368,000 (of whom roughly 92,000 were capable of bearing arms), only 110,000 survivors remained in the end, and these Caesar ordered to return to their original homeland to rebuild their towns and villages.

(2) The Expulsion of the Germanic Peoples

The Germanic peoples originally lived in the region north of the Danube and east of the Rhine, and their customs differed considerably from those of the Gauls. Both men and women among them wore only a single piece of animal hide to cover their bodies, living a nomadic existence, “following the water, the grasslands, or the forests wherever they led,” with no fixed territory or clearly defined borders, and seemingly practicing no agriculture at all, subsisting chiefly on milk, cheese, and meat. Their entire way of life centered on hunting and warfare; they preferred to obtain what they wanted through bloodshed rather than through the sweat of honest labor. The Germanic peoples were fierce and skilled in war, and were frequently hired as mercenaries by the various Gallic tribes contending for power among themselves, and had also begun migrating into Gallic territory in large numbers; by Caesar’s time, some 200,000 Germans had already entered Gaul, and, under the leadership of their chieftain Ariovistus, had established a sphere of influence of their own, with many defeated Gallic tribes forced to pay tribute and hand over hostages to him, including even the Aedui, Rome’s own ally.

Caesar recognized that the mass influx of Germanic peoples into Gaul would inevitably provoke unrest there, to the detriment of Roman rule, and posed a grave threat to Rome itself. At the time, however, Ariovistus had no wish to damage his relations with Rome, and had in fact taken numerous concrete steps to cultivate friendly ties with Rome, having even been included, in 59 BC, on the list of kings formally designated as “Friends of the Roman People.” To find a suitable pretext for war against the Germans, Caesar first instructed Gallic chieftains to request his help in expelling them, and then began a campaign of diplomatic maneuvering. Caesar put forward three deliberately provocative and insulting demands to Ariovistus: that he bring no further people into Gaul; that he return the Gallic hostages he held; and that he cease all hostile action against the Aedui and their allies. Once these demands were refused, Caesar declared that Ariovistus had become a destroyer of the friendship between his people and Rome, and had turned himself into a dangerous enemy, against whom war was not only necessary but entirely just, and he then led his army to confront him. At first, Ariovistus, too, had no wish for war, and himself proposed negotiations. But Caesar behaved with such overbearing arrogance that the negotiations came to nothing. Afterward, the two sides fought their first clash, in which Germanic cavalry took the initiative in attacking Roman cavalry and even seized Caesar’s own envoys — an incident that handed Caesar the diplomatic initiative, allowing him to declare that this proved the enemy’s earlier negotiations had been nothing but a delaying tactic. In 58 BC, the two sides fought a major battle near the Rhine, in which the Germans were defeated. Ariovistus himself escaped across the Rhine by boat, saving his own life; of his two wives, one was killed, and one of his daughters was taken captive by the Romans.

In 55 BC, two Germanic tribes, the Usipetes and the Tencteri, crossed the Rhine and occupied the territory of the Menapii in Gaul. Caesar was determined to treat the Rhine as the fixed boundary between Gaul and the Germanic peoples, and could in no way tolerate this crossing; he therefore mobilized his army with all possible speed and marched against the Germans. The Germans, for their part, had no wish to fight Caesar, seeking only a safe place to settle, and twice sent representatives to negotiate, asking Caesar to allow them to keep the land they had already occupied, or else to designate other land for their use, in return for which they were willing to maintain friendly relations with Rome. Caesar, however, firmly refused to allow them to remain on the left bank of the Rhine, proposing instead that they might settle in the territory of the Ubii, on the right bank. Even as these negotiations were underway, Caesar ordered his army to press closer to the enemy; under this pressure, the Germans prepared to accept Caesar’s terms, but asked for a further three days to make preparations. During this period of negotiation, fewer than 800 Germanic cavalry launched an attack on 5,000 Roman cavalry, inflicting a serious defeat on the Roman force. On this basis, Caesar concluded that the Germans’ negotiations were nothing but a delaying tactic, intended to buy time for their cavalry, then out foraging for supplies, to return. When the Germans sent their third delegation to negotiate (this time consisting entirely of their chieftains and elders), Caesar had them all seized and detained, and immediately launched an attack on the Germans. With their leaders gone and the tribe left leaderless, the Germans were caught utterly by surprise and unable to mount any effective resistance, and the fighting quickly turned into a one-sided slaughter. In this engagement, Caesar’s army, without losing a single soldier, crushed a force of 430,000 Germans (many were killed outright, and the rest drowned attempting to swim across the Rhine, with countless further casualties) — a feat unparalleled in the history of warfare.

To ensure the Germans would never again cast covetous eyes on Gaul, Caesar decided to lead his army across the Rhine itself, striking deep into Germanic territory to intimidate them and exact retribution. Caesar spent ten days building a wooden bridge across the Rhine, over which he marched his army. Faced with the rolling advance of the Roman military machine, several Germanic tribes came forward to sue for peace, which Caesar accepted, requiring each in turn to hand over hostages, while the Sugambri, who attempted to resist, were dealt with mercilessly and brutally. After eighteen days, judging that he had achieved his purpose, Caesar withdrew his army back into Gaul.

(3) The Subjugation of the Belgae

The Belgae were descendants of the Germanic peoples who, in very ancient times, had crossed the Rhine, driven out the local inhabitants, and settled on the fertile lands of the western bank. Roman military operations throughout Gaul provoked considerable unease and discontent among the Belgae. In 57 BC, the Belgic tribes formed a coalition, assembling a great army of more than 400,000 men (including 60,000 Bellovaci, 50,000 each from the Suessiones and the Nervii, and a further 266,000 drawn from twelve other tribes combined) to resist Rome jointly. Word of this reached Caesar’s ears with great speed; he immediately gathered eight legions and marched to the Aisne River, establishing a fortified camp on its northern bank. At first, because the Belgic coalition forces vastly outnumbered his own and had long enjoyed a reputation for ferocious courage, Caesar decided to avoid direct confrontation, sending only cavalry each day to harass their camp and probe their weaknesses. After the Roman cavalry won a series of small victories, Caesar decided to force a decisive engagement. The Belgic allied forces, having gathered troops from many different tribes, found themselves anxious both about the difficulty of resupplying their army in time and about the risk that their own homes might be sacked by the Romans in their absence, and their military morale was seriously undermined as a result. Caesar quickly defeated the main force of the coalition, the Suessiones, forcing their surrender and the delivery of 600 hostages.

Following this, Caesar pressed his advantage, advancing to the Sabis River, where he fought a further major battle against another leading force within the Belgic coalition, the Nervii. The Nervii were an extraordinarily fierce and warlike people, who refused all wine and luxury goods, believing these would sap their courage and weaken their resolve; they also adhered to an ancient tradition of maintaining no cavalry at all, relying solely on infantry. To guard against cavalry raids from neighboring peoples, they habitually planted small trees within their own territory, which, together with the brambles and thorn bushes that grew up amid them, formed dense, wall-like hedges. On learning that the Suessiones had surrendered, the Nervii, under the leadership of their chieftain Boduognatus, gathered their women, the sick, and the elderly in a safe location protected by marshland, while actively preparing for battle. They had observed that, on the march, Roman legions were typically separated from one another by a substantial baggage train, so that, by the time the first legion had already reached camp, the legion following behind might still be some distance away — and that troops burdened with heavy packs would therefore make easy targets. The Nervii accordingly concealed themselves within dense woodland, and, the moment the slow-moving Roman baggage train came into view, launched a sudden, all-out assault, throwing the Roman army into chaos before it even had time to properly organize itself — so much so that some soldiers had no time even to put on their helmets or prepare their shields. Because the thick hedges blocked the Romans’ line of sight, and because the terrain was unfamiliar to them, the Roman army suffered heavy losses (every centurion of the Fourth Cohort of the Twelfth Legion was killed, and every other centurion in the legion was either wounded or killed). For a time, the situation looked extremely grim for the Roman army; Caesar himself seized a shield from a soldier in the rear ranks and rushed to the front line to direct the fighting personally, steadying the Roman formation. Shortly afterward, the two legions that had been guarding the rear of the baggage train arrived in time, launching a furious counterattack against the Nervii. By the end of the battle, of the Nervii’s 600 tribal elders, only three survived, and of the 60,000 men capable of bearing arms, only 500 remained alive. In Caesar’s own words: “In this battle, the Nervian nation was all but exterminated, along with their very name.” Caesar next went on to subdue the Atuatuci. In recognition of these achievements, the Senate decreed a fifteen-day period of public thanksgiving in Caesar’s honor.

After this, Caesar successively defeated the Seduni and the Veragri, tribes controlling the mountain trading routes over the Alps, thereby ensuring that Roman merchants could safely pass through the Alps into Gaul. In 56 BC, Caesar’s army also crushed the power of the Veneti, a coastal tribe, executing their entire council of elders and selling the rest of the Veneti population into slavery.

(4) Two Invasions of Britain

Caesar’s own stated purpose in campaigning against Britain was, in his words, “because he had discovered that, in almost every one of the Gallic Wars, our enemies had received assistance from the people of Britain.” According to Caesar’s own account, the inhabitants of the British coast were descendants of earlier migrants from Belgic territory, with customs differing little from those of the Gauls, and living a settled, agricultural existence; the inhabitants of the interior, by contrast, were native to the island itself, and for the most part did not practice agriculture at all, subsisting instead on milk and meat, clothing themselves in animal skins, wearing their hair long, and dyeing their bodies with woad, so that they appeared entirely blue all over — a sight that made them appear extremely fearsome in battle.

In 55 BC, Caesar assembled roughly eighty transport ships together with a number of warships, and, with two legions, crossed the sea on an expedition against Britain. At first, Caesar’s forces met with stubborn resistance from the Britons, and it was only through skillful command that they managed to establish a landing at all. Caesar then ordered his soldiers to fight in short, disciplined engagements, refraining from pursuit even when the enemy scattered, and instead concentrating their strength on massed attacks against whatever portion of the enemy remained actively engaged. The Roman army quickly gained a clear upper hand, and the Britons were forced to hand over hostages and sue for peace. However, on the fourth night after the Roman landing, a combination of tidal action and heavy seas wrecked a great many of the Roman ships, throwing the Roman army into considerable alarm; the Britons seized the opportunity to take up arms once more. According to Caesar’s own account, the Britons fought using war chariots, charging back and forth, hurling missiles, using the thunder of hooves and the rumble of wheels to throw the enemy’s ranks into confusion and panic. Once they had driven their chariots into the midst of the enemy cavalry, the warriors would leap down and fight on foot, while the charioteers withdrew the chariots a short distance from the fighting, positioning them so that, should the dismounted warriors find themselves in danger, they could retreat at any moment back to their chariots. Their skill in this technique was remarkable, displaying all the agility of cavalry combined with the steadiness of infantry. Even when driving at full speed down a steep slope, they could bring their galloping horses to an instant halt or turn, could run along the chariot’s pole, stand upright on the yoke, and then leap back into the chariot in a single bound, even while the vehicle was still moving at full speed. The Roman army, utterly bewildered by these strange and unfamiliar tactics, fell into considerable disorder. It was at this critical moment that Caesar arrived swiftly with reinforcements, restoring the shaken confidence of the Roman soldiers, and, through a supreme effort, finally forced the Britons to sue for peace once more.

In 54 BC, the Roman army launched a second expedition against Britain. Before setting out, Caesar had his forces make thorough preparations, building and refitting some 600 transport ships and 28 warships specifically for the crossing. To eliminate any concerns about his rear, Caesar left three legions and 2,000 cavalry behind at the port, tasked with securing grain supplies and keeping watch on the situation in Gaul, while he himself led five legions and 2,000 cavalry across the sea. This second expedition met with no serious resistance at first, but when a sudden uprising broke out in Gaul, Caesar, having defeated the British forces opposing him, hurriedly led his army back to Gaul. From this point on, the Britons sent hostages to the Roman army and paid an annual tribute to Rome, acknowledging Roman overlordship.

(5) Suppressing the Great Gallic Uprising

Roman forces campaigned relentlessly throughout Gaul, subduing the Gallic tribes one after another, provoking intense discontent and sporadic resistance and unrest among the Gallic population everywhere. In 53 BC, the Nervii, the Senones, the Carnutes, the Menapii, the Treveri, and other tribes rose one after another in revolt against Roman rule. Caesar expended considerable effort in suppressing these uprisings, and yet an even larger-scale Gallic uprising was already brewing.

In January 52 BC, Clodius was killed in a street brawl, provoking outrage among the urban mob of Rome, who took to the streets seeking revenge and even set fire to the Senate house, plunging the city of Rome into chaos. When word of this reached Gaul, the rebels there resolved to plan their uprising with still greater boldness and freedom. The Carnutes declared: for the sake of everyone’s safety, they were prepared to risk any danger, and were willing to be the first to strike. On the appointed day, the Carnutes stormed into the town of Cenabum, where Roman merchants traded, killing every Roman there and plundering their property. News of this quickly spread across Gaul, and Vercingetorix, a young Arvernian nobleman, along with Litaviccus, seized the opportunity to rally the Arverni to arms, and Vercingetorix quickly emerged as the leader of the uprising. On receiving word of this, Caesar hastened from Rome back to Gaul, and, with the assistance of Germanic cavalry, the Roman army successively attacked and captured the three towns of Vellaunodunum, Cenabum, and Noviodunum. Vercingetorix and Litaviccus decided to change their tactics, no longer engaging the Roman army in open battle, but instead doing everything possible to prevent the Romans from obtaining fodder and provisions, and using cavalry to strike at the small scattered parties the Romans were forced to send out in search of food. To this end, the Gauls also burned the villages and more than twenty indefensible towns along the main roads. Among the Bituriges was a town called Avaricum, said to be the most beautiful town in all of Gaul. Because it was surrounded on almost every side by rivers and marshland, with only a single narrow approach by which one could enter or leave, this town alone was spared the torch. Caesar decided to attack this town first, hoping thereby to force the Bituriges to Rome’s side and further divide and weaken the Gallic rebel forces. And so the siege of Avaricum began.

Caesar positioned his army on a narrow approach unprotected by any river or marsh, and ordered his soldiers to prepare earthworks, build mantlets, and erect two siege towers, making ready for the assault on the town. But the Roman army’s grain supply soon ran into serious difficulty, made worse by the fact that the forces of Vercingetorix and Litaviccus had positioned themselves in the marshes and forests not far from the town, frequently harassing the Roman army. As a result, the Romans found themselves at a considerable disadvantage in the early stages of the siege. It took the Romans twenty-five days of hard labor to build a siege-rampart 330 Roman feet wide and 80 Roman feet high; and just as it was about to reach the town’s walls, the defenders, using a countermine they had dug, set it ablaze and destroyed it; the defenders also repeatedly hurled firebrands smeared with resin and pitch at the Roman siege towers, inflicting heavy losses on the Roman forces. To ensure his men kept working without pause, Caesar himself camped out in the open alongside them, and reorganized his manpower to rebuild the siege works. At this point, a sudden downpour began. Caesar, judging that this was precisely the moment when the Gauls would be least vigilant in their defense, ordered part of his troops to stroll about idly, as if merely passing the time at their work, while the rest quietly made ready for the assault. At Caesar’s signal, his soldiers swiftly scaled the walls using various pieces of equipment, and the defenders, caught utterly by surprise, were for the most part cut down by the Roman troops before they could even respond. In an instant, the town descended into chaos, as people crowded desperately toward the narrow exits by the town gates, with countless numbers crushed to death or killed outright in the crush. The Roman soldiers, filled with vengeful fury, showed mercy to no one — neither the elderly, nor women, nor children. In the end, of a population of some 40,000, only the 800 who had fled to join Vercingetorix and Litaviccus the moment they first heard the alarm survived. Ironically, the fall of Avaricum only further enhanced the prestige of Vercingetorix and Litaviccus, since it was precisely their earlier insistence — over strong local objection — on not defending the town of Avaricum that had spared Caesar’s army a further obvious target to attack. Vercingetorix and Litaviccus made arrangements to supply weapons and clothing to the Gauls who had escaped the fallen towns, and issued orders across the region for archers everywhere to gather and join their forces.

After resting his army for a few days at Avaricum, and having secured ample supplies, Caesar decided to resume the offensive against the rebel forces. Caesar personally led six legions to besiege the town of Gergovia, in the territory of the Arverni, but, owing to unfavorable terrain and the reckless indiscipline of his own troops, suffered repeated setbacks, losing forty-six centurions and 700 soldiers in a single day, and was forced to withdraw. On learning of this, Vercingetorix and Litaviccus led their forces to attack Caesar directly; after suffering a defeat, they withdrew to the town of Alesia, resolved to make their final stand there against the Roman army.

Alesia was built atop a hilltop, in a position of great natural strength. At the foot of the hill flowed two rivers; before the town lay a plain some three Roman miles in length, on the other three sides the town was surrounded by mountains. Faced with such a formidable stronghold, Caesar adopted a strategy of siege and blockade. Before the Romans could complete their encircling fortifications, Vercingetorix and Litaviccus decided to send their cavalry back to their own home regions, to mobilize every man of fighting age to come to their aid. However, the relief force the rebels managed to raise numbered only 8,000 cavalry and 250,000 infantry. After roughly thirty days of standoff, the food supplies of the besieged garrison at Alesia were exhausted, and some among them began to waver, urging surrender to Rome; but the majority of the rebels declared that they would rather starve to death or die fighting than suffer the humiliation of surrender. Later, when the relief force finally arrived, the defenders’ morale surged, and, using wood and earth, they filled in the nearest sections of the Roman siege-works, preparing to break out. But because the Romans had constructed multiple layers of obstacles around the town, and because the breakout forces failed to fill in the trenches in time to coincide with the relief army’s own assault, the attempted breakout made no real progress. One day, the relief army sent 60,000 of its bravest men to launch an all-out assault against the weakest point in the Roman defenses, on the northern hill; on learning of this, Vercingetorix ordered the besieged forces to attack the town’s own defenses as well, using wooden stakes, long poles, mantlets, and grappling hooks. For a time, fighting broke out on every front at once; amid the roar of battle in front and the desperate cries from within, the Roman soldiers found themselves gripped by fear, and their formation began to fall into disarray. Caesar immediately dispatched Labienus with six cohorts to reinforce the threatened fortifications, while he himself, wearing his conspicuous purple military cloak, rode out to the front lines to rally the spirits of his own men. Before long, of the 60,000 elite troops the rebels had sent into the assault, only a small number managed to return to their camp; the great majority were killed on the battlefield. The people within the town, having witnessed with their own eyes the slaughter of their countrymen, and realizing that any hope of breaking out was now lost, and tormented besides by ceaseless hunger, resolved that Vercingetorix and Litaviccus should hand themselves over to the enemy in order to bring the war to an end. With this, Alesia fell. Vercingetorix and Litaviccus were held captive in Rome for six years; in 46 BC, following Caesar’s triumphal procession through Rome, they were beheaded with an axe, according to traditional Roman custom. The Aedui and the Arverni submitted to Rome, and every other participant in the uprising was distributed among the Roman soldiers as slaves, in payment for their service. In this way, the great Gallic uprising was brutally crushed by the Roman army, and, in recognition of this achievement, the Roman Senate decreed a twenty-day period of public thanksgiving.

In 51 BC, no large-scale fighting broke out in Gaul, and Caesar led his forces in easily suppressing a number of isolated local uprisings. With this, the Gallic Wars as a whole came to an end.

The Gallic Wars won for Rome fertile territory twice the area of Italy itself (more than 500,000 square kilometers) and more than 800 towns, extending Roman territory as far as the Rhine and the Pyrenees, and even, indirectly, as far as Britain. The vast quantities of war spoils that flowed into Rome satisfied the appetite of many Romans for a life of luxury, and stimulated the prosperity of Roman markets; hundreds of thousands of Gauls were brought into the Roman slave markets, providing the essential labor force needed for the further development of Roman slaveholding society, while the vast wealth plundered from Gaul, together with the new markets this conquest opened up, gave a further stimulus to the development of the Roman slave economy. The conquest of Gaul, meanwhile, destroyed the remnants of clan-based society among the Gauls themselves, objectively hastening the social development of Gaul and ushering in a new era in Gallic history — the era of “Romanized Gaul.”

For Caesar personally, the war provided him with a wealth of practical military experience, and gave him command of an army — thirteen legions, 50,000 men in total — that “knew Caesar, and Caesar alone, and knew nothing of Rome itself.” The enormous wealth he plundered in Gaul provided him with the material means to lavishly bribe Roman officials and win support wherever he needed it; and his victories washed away the humiliation Rome had once suffered at Gallic hands, greatly enhancing his own reputation. In 49 BC, Caesar led his army from Gaul into Italy, defeated Pompey, and seized power; within a few years he had unified the entire state, gaining unlimited dictatorial authority and combining in his own person the offices of consul, dictator, and every other position of power, becoming, in fact as well as in name, a military autocrat.⁴ Although he was assassinated not long afterward, in 44 BC, by remnants of the republican aristocratic faction, bringing his tireless career to an end, the victory he secured in Rome’s civil wars for his great-nephew and adopted son, Octavian (Augustus), laid the essential foundation on which the slaveholding Roman Republic would ultimately be transformed into an empire. For this reason, the Gallic Wars stand as the turning point of Caesar’s own life, laying the solid foundation on which he would go on to dominate the Roman political stage and seize supreme power. At the same time, this war prepared the necessary conditions for the transformation of Rome’s political system and its evolution toward autocratic empire, hastening the disintegration of the Roman Republic and its transformation into an empire — and it exerted a profound and lasting influence both on the long-term development of the Roman state and society and on the relationship between Rome and the peoples of northern Europe.



III. Commentary

The eight years of the Gallic Wars that Caesar waged constitute an event of great significance in the history of the West. The outstanding art of command he displayed in this conflict, and the genius he showed in military strategy, political struggle, diplomatic policy, and army discipline and leadership, left behind a precious historical legacy that has long commanded the deep respect of Western military circles. Of course, in studying the Gallic Wars and Caesar himself through the lens of historical materialism, we must not lose sight of the historical limitations of this conflict — the fundamentally unjust nature of the war, the brutality of the killing it involved, and the duplicity of Caesar’s own political conduct.

(1) In Strategic Planning, Caesar Displayed Profound Foresight and a Remarkable Ability to Perceive Opportunity in the Smallest of Details

As one of the most celebrated military commanders of ancient Rome, Caesar was, first and foremost, a military strategist of the highest order. He excelled at surveying the overall situation, and, on the basis of a comprehensive assessment of the political, economic, and military circumstances he faced, planned meticulously and formulated strategy and tactics designed to defeat his adversaries. At the deepest level, his purpose in launching the Gallic Wars was to secure, through this very war, more favorable conditions for himself in the political power struggle then underway in Rome. He understood that, whoever one might be, three conditions were essential for anyone who aspired to rule over Rome: first, one needed to enjoy great prestige among the free citizenry; second, one needed to command a powerful army personally loyal to oneself; and third, one needed vast financial resources to fund one’s political activities. For this reason, while his own position remained weak, he seized the opportunity to form the “First Triumvirate” with Pompey and Crassus, using it as a stepping stone toward seizing power and realizing his own ambitions; and once his term as consul had ended, he arranged to secure the governorship of Cisalpine Gaul, precisely because this was the region most likely to allow him to grow rich and most likely to provide the material conditions necessary for military success — and, most important of all, to give him command of a powerful army of his own. The strategy Caesar adopted in this war — isolating Gaul from outside support while systematically disarming his defeated enemies — likewise reflects, very clearly, the profound foresight underlying his overall strategic planning.

To isolate Gaul meant cutting off outside assistance and eliminating outside interference in Gallic affairs. Because of its distinctive geographic position, sandwiched between the two great powers of Rome and the Germanic peoples, Gaul was frequently subject to outside incursion, particularly from the Germans. Before Caesar’s arrival in Gaul, the Germanic prince Ariovistus held sway over central Gaul, and stood as Caesar’s principal rival there. Having defeated the Helvetii, Caesar sought out a pretext to go to war with Ariovistus, and ultimately drove him out of Gaul, breaking the German hold over central Gaul. Once he had thoroughly pacified Gaul, Caesar, beginning in 56 BC, shifted the focus of his military operations toward campaigns along Gaul’s outer periphery. He first crushed two Germanic forces along the Rhine in 55 BC, then crossed the Rhine twice more, and finally undertook two expeditions across the sea to Britain, which had repeatedly provided assistance to Gallic coastal tribes throughout the Gallic Wars. Through these peripheral campaigns, Caesar fundamentally isolated Gaul, cutting it off from any outside support, thereby freeing himself to concentrate the whole of his strength on suppressing any further rebellion that might subsequently arise within Gaul itself.

Weapons and equipment bear directly on an army’s fighting power. Because Gallic military equipment was, on the whole, inferior to that of Rome, and because the conditions of the time also limited the Gauls’ own capacity to manufacture new weapons, Caesar consistently made the systematic confiscation of Gallic weaponry an effective means of weakening Gallic fighting power and preventing further rebellion. From the very outset of the Gallic Wars, whenever a tribe was defeated by the Roman army, or surrendered under threat of Roman force, its weapons were invariably confiscated by Caesar; and even after a victorious battle, Caesar never failed to have his troops gather up any weapons the enemy had left scattered on the field. Through the systematic confiscation of great quantities of weapons throughout Gaul, Caesar not only weakened Gallic fighting power but also undermined the confidence of many Gallic tribes in their own capacity to resist the Roman army. Caesar himself, in his Commentaries on the Gallic War, records that after the Aedui and their allies had been forced to hand over the greater part of their weapons, when they suddenly attacked the Roman camp once more, “some of them used weapons they had secretly kept hidden away, while others made improvised shields out of bark or woven wicker” — because, given the shortness of time, they had had only enough time to hastily throw together some crude protection out of animal hide. Under such conditions, it is not hard to imagine how their fighting power, and the eventual outcome of the battle, must have turned out; with nothing to rely on but their own raw courage, their defeat was virtually a foregone conclusion — a clear illustration of the effectiveness of Caesar’s policy of systematically confiscating his adversaries’ weapons.

(2) In Diplomatic Struggle, Caesar Displayed Masterful Skill in Playing Rivals against One Another and in Achieving Victory through Diplomatic Maneuvering

Caesar was not only a military commander of extraordinary genius, but also a diplomat of the very first rank. He fully understood the crucial importance of diplomatic strategy to victory in war; some have observed of him that he “waged the Gallic Wars not through military action alone, but through purely diplomatic means as well.”

He excelled at forming alliances and employing divide-and-conquer tactics, actively using diplomatic maneuvering to divide and weaken his opposition. The Gaul that Caesar set out to conquer was already riven by serious political division and internal conflict, with some tribes hostile to Rome and others friendly to it; and even among the anti-Roman tribes, there existed pro-Roman factions made up of aristocratic elements. As early as 121 BC, the Romans had already exploited these internal Gallic divisions, allying themselves with the Aedui and, taking advantage of the opportunity this presented, subduing part of Gallic territory to establish the province of Gallia Narbonensis. During his own campaign of conquest in Gaul, Caesar pursued an even more active diplomatic offensive, working vigorously to divide and undermine his opponents. He frequently made use of Rome’s Gallic allies to attack other tribes — for example, defeating the Helvetii while posing as the defender of the Aedui, and enlisting various central Gallic tribes to help drive out the Germanic peoples, with the assistance of his allies subduing the tribes of the Belgic region and along the coast, and, with the support of the Gallic tribes generally, launching his expeditions against the Germans and against Britain. Within individual Gallic tribes as well, Caesar pursued a policy of division: among the Remi, for instance, he supported and cultivated the position of the loyal chieftain Iccius, and worked to oppose and restrain the nationalist leader Indutiomarus; and within other tribes as well, Caesar consistently favored pro-Roman figures or his own personal friends for positions of leadership, using them to restrain hostile elements within their own tribes. This strategy of division and subversion allowed Caesar to win over a number of Gallic tribes as allies, reducing the number of tribes actively hostile to him and easing the pressures of the war he faced. Throughout the war, the number of tribes that remained consistently hostile to Caesar was, in fact, comparatively small — a direct result of the effectiveness of his strategy of division, and one that played a crucial role in his ultimate conquest of Gaul. Beyond this, allied tribes provided Caesar with strategic supplies and military intelligence throughout the war, supplying and transporting grain, and providing cavalry and auxiliary troops to assist the Roman army in battle — all of which proved of tremendous help to Caesar’s campaign in Gaul.

Caesar actively conducted diplomatic activity in coordination with his military campaigns, thereby securing the greatest possible advantage for himself in winning the war. When the Helvetii sought to pass through the Roman province in their mass migration, Caesar first employed delaying tactics, buying time to seal off their route while he assembled his own forces; and when the Helvetii were then forced to pass instead through Sequanian territory, he seized upon their neighbors’ appeal for help as the perfect diplomatic pretext for intervening in Gallic affairs, presenting himself as their rescuer as he launched the Gallic Wars. Once his army had crushed the main force of the Helvetii, and the survivors scattered in flight in every direction, rather than continuing further military pursuit, Caesar instead issued diplomatic notices to the neighboring Gallic tribes, forbidding them from providing the fugitives with any supplies, so that the surviving enemy, receiving no assistance from any quarter, were eventually forced to surrender. Having defeated the Helvetii, Caesar, in search of a suitable pretext for war against the Germans, first arranged for Gallic chieftains to appeal to him for help, and then put forward a set of deliberately unreasonable and provocative demands, thereby trapping the Germans within a diplomatic snare of his own devising, successfully provoking the war he sought while shifting the blame for initiating hostilities against a fellow “allied” people, thereby both providing the Senate with a justification for his actions and answering the attacks of his political enemies. In the very midst of negotiations, he suddenly seized the enemy’s own delegation of chieftains and launched an unexpected attack, crushing a force of 430,000 Germans without losing a single soldier of his own — a feat that displayed, to the fullest extent, Caesar’s extraordinary diplomatic skill and military ingenuity alike.

(3) In Political Strategy, Caesar Combined Severity with Clemency, Governing Gaul through the Gauls Themselves

Caesar did not rely solely on military force to defeat or eliminate his adversaries outright; he also placed great emphasis on effectively managing and controlling the various Gallic tribes through political means, so as to secure the greatest possible political advantage for himself.

Toward hostile Gallic tribes, Caesar combined severity with clemency, using “severity” to intimidate and “clemency” to win over hearts and minds. The Romans, through their long history of foreign warfare, had developed a character marked by ferocity and ready cruelty — a trait that clearly influenced Caesar as well. In every one of his campaigns, Caesar was consistently willing to allow his troops to engage in killing and plunder. The Aedui, having been judged guilty of “betraying their word,” saw 35,000 of their people sold into slavery by Caesar after their defeat; the survivors of the Veneti, once their entire council of elders had been put to death, were likewise sold into slavery; and the Germanic Usipetes and Tencteri, including their elderly, women, and children, suffered brutal massacre. Such savage slaughter was undoubtedly effective in striking terror into the hearts of the Gauls, and served a genuine deterrent function. And yet Caesar, a man of far-reaching political vision, also frequently displayed remarkable restraint and tolerance, treating his enemies with a certain measure of clemency. After accepting the surrender of the Helvetii and the survivors of the Nervii, Caesar took corresponding measures to protect them. Even after suppressing the great pan-Gallic uprising, Caesar did not treat the various tribes that had taken part in the revolt with cruelty, but instead accepted their surrender with considerable restraint. In this way, Caesar consistently alternated, throughout the Gallic Wars, between brutal ruthlessness and remarkable magnanimity — on the one hand, ensuring that people understood the very worst that could befall them should they choose to resist him, and, on the other, frequently displaying the generous clemency of a victor toward the Gauls who had suffered so much in the course of the war, so that they came to feel a genuine sense of gratitude toward him. This reflects the far-reaching political vision of a truly shrewd statesman, and played an important role in stabilizing his rule over Gaul.

Caesar pursued in Gaul a strategy of governing the Gauls through proxies of their own people — governing the Gauls by means of the Gauls themselves. On the one hand, he relied on his principal allies, the Aedui and the Remi, to manage and govern the other Gallic tribes. The Aedui had long enjoyed close and enduring ties of friendship with Rome, while the Remi, for their part, had rendered great service to Caesar during the Gallic Wars and were correspondingly held in high esteem by him. Both of these tribes possessed considerable numbers of their own dependent allied tribes, and were only too glad to enjoy this status as Rome’s local proxies. They played an important role in activities such as gathering supplies, collecting tribute, and restraining nationalist rebellions among other tribes. On the other hand, Caesar likewise refrained from exercising complete control over the internal affairs of the tribes he conquered, intervening only where truly necessary. In the case of some tribes, Caesar installed friends of his own, or members of the pro-Roman aristocratic faction, upon the throne — for example, after subduing the Aduatuci, Caesar installed the brave, wise, and thoroughly loyal Commius as their king; and among the Sequani, recognizing the character and loyalty of Tasgetius, Caesar restored to him the throne once held by his ancestors. For most of the other tribes, Caesar simply recognized their existing rulers and systems of governance, while never relaxing his own watchful control over them. Through this strategy of governing the Gauls through the Gauls themselves, Caesar was able to exercise effective control over the various Gallic tribes; both the general stability that prevailed across Gaul between 56 and 52 BC, and the relatively swift restoration of order following the great Gallic uprising, owed a great deal to this very strategy.

In addition, Caesar’s practice of demanding hostages from every Gallic tribe that submitted to him likewise proved to be an extremely important and highly effective political strategy for controlling the various Gallic tribes and preventing rebellion. On the one hand, this made it easier to keep these tribes under control, since the hostages Caesar took were, in almost every case, close relatives of the tribal leaders themselves, so that these leaders, out of concern for the safety of their hostage relatives, would hesitate before rashly turning against Rome. On the other hand, this practice also served to divide and weaken the forces of resistance. The hostages Caesar took were considerable in number, and were, moreover, drawn overwhelmingly from the ranks of the nobility, including no small number of the finest and most capable members of the ruling class — so that the taking of hostages was, in itself, a direct blow to Gallic capacity for resistance. Moreover, these hostages, having far greater exposure to the more advanced civilization of Rome, were correspondingly susceptible to its cultural allure and to the spectacle of Roman military might, coming, as a result, to feel a mixture of awe and even genuine sympathy toward Rome — sentiments that naturally extinguished whatever inclination toward resistance they might otherwise have harbored.

(4) In the Conduct of Operations, Caesar Acted with Swift Decisiveness and Displayed Remarkable Tactical Flexibility

Rome’s repeated victories in its foreign wars depended chiefly on the combined strength of its legions, on advanced tactics, and on the courage of its soldiers — and in this war, Caesar displayed his own distinctive style of command and art of leadership, leaving behind a rich military legacy for later generations.

He excelled at rapid, mobile operations and at achieving surprise through sudden strikes. As the saying goes, “speed is the soul of war,” and Caesar consistently astonished his adversaries with the sheer speed of his long-distance marches; time and again in this war, messengers he had dispatched had not yet even arrived at their destination before Caesar himself had already appeared there in person — a quality that won him enormous strategic advantage throughout the war. In his campaign against the Belgae and other tribes, the very day after his victory at the Battle of the Axona, before the enemy had had time to recover from their shock and disorder, Caesar led his army into the territory of the Suessiones, the tribe nearest at hand, and, after a forced march, arrived at a town called Noviodunum, launching an immediate assault; the enemy, having had no time to prepare their defenses, quickly surrendered. In 55 BC, while facing off against the Germanic Usipetes and Tencteri, Caesar seized and detained their chieftains and elders, then launched a rapid forced march, and, before the Germans left behind in their camp had any idea what was happening, had already reached their camp and struck — thereby achieving the extraordinary feat of crushing a force of 430,000 Germans without losing a single soldier of his own.

He excelled at adapting his tactics flexibly according to the enemy’s situation and the terrain, often deliberately feigning weakness in order to lure the enemy deeper into a trap. In 54 BC, when Caesar led two legions to relieve his deputy commander Quintus Cicero, who was besieged by the Nervii, the enemy met him with a force of 60,000 men. Having first seized favorable terrain, Caesar deliberately gave the appearance of weakness by compressing the size of his camp, so as to make the enemy underestimate him; he then feigned timidity as well, sending out a small, weak detachment to provoke the enemy, luring them into deploying for battle on unfavorable ground and rashly approaching the Roman camp; Caesar then launched a sudden, unexpected attack, catching the Nervii completely off guard, and they were quickly routed. He was likewise skilled at concentrating his own forces while dividing those of the enemy. In his campaign against the Belgic tribes, when the Belgae assembled a coalition force of three or four hundred thousand men to confront him, rather than engaging so vast a force head-on, Caesar used his Roman legions to hold the enemy in place while sending his allied Aedui forces to ravage the territory of the Bellovaci, forcing them to withdraw in order to defend their own homeland; he then led his Roman legions in pursuit of the resulting disorganized enemy forces, achieving victory at the Battle of the Axona.

He placed great importance on reconnaissance, on knowing both himself and his enemy, and on prudent, careful conduct in battle. Caesar was renowned for the astonishing speed of his marches and the swiftness with which he committed his forces to battle, but this rapid tempo of operations was always built on a solid foundation of thorough familiarity with the terrain and a clear understanding of both his own and his enemy’s situation. Without a clear grasp of the terrain, Caesar never rashly led his army down roads where an ambush might easily be laid. Before any engagement, Caesar made a point of gathering intelligence on the enemy’s situation through Gallic allies, his own scouts, merchants, or captured prisoners, and never went into battle rashly without such preparation. On his first expedition to Britain, Caesar first sent a single warship ahead to reconnoiter the terrain; and when it became clear that a swift, decisive victory was not to be had, rather than rashly continuing the campaign, he decisively called off the expedition and withdrew. He was skilled at making shrewd use of the objective circumstances he faced, adapting his tactics with great flexibility. Caesar placed great emphasis on securing favorable terrain, establishing fortified camps, and properly deploying his forces. In conducting sieges, even when he possessed advanced siege equipment, he never sought a hasty victory. At the siege of Alesia, recognizing that the local terrain favored a prolonged siege, Caesar used a series of encircling fortifications to seal off the town completely, cutting it off entirely from the outside world; when the relief force arrived, its combined assault from within and without still failed to breach the Roman defenses, and Vercingetorix and Litaviccus, their food supplies exhausted, were ultimately forced to surrender. In 51 BC, when Caesar’s army besieged the town of Uxellodunum and learned that its grain supplies remained ample, he made skillful use of the surrounding terrain to cut off the town’s water supply instead, ultimately forcing the enemy to surrender. He placed great value on the use of reserve forces, committing them only at the truly decisive moment, so as to reinforce his main axis of attack at the critical juncture and turn his reserves into a decisive force determining the outcome of the entire battle. At the capture of the stronghold at Noviodunum and in the fighting at Alesia, whenever Caesar sensed that his own forces could no longer hold their ground, he committed his reserve force of Germanic cavalry, achieving immediate and decisive results each time.

(5) In Military Discipline and the Leadership of His Troops, Caesar Led from the Front and Was Generous with Reward, Sparing with Punishment

Throughout history, the great commanders of China and of the world alike have, for the most part, relied on strict military discipline and a clear system of reward and punishment to govern their armies and ensure their fighting power. Roman armies, too, had always been renowned for their strict discipline — and yet Caesar’s own approach to military discipline and leadership on the battlefields of Gaul was, in certain respects, quite distinct, reflecting his own unique and pragmatic strategy for commanding and leading his troops.

He cherished his soldiers, and shared with them every hardship and every danger of the campaign. Having led his army far from home to campaign in foreign lands, Caesar understood deeply that his own fortunes and those of his soldiers were inextricably bound together, and he therefore cherished the lives of his men, unwilling to sacrifice them needlessly. In 52 BC, when Vercingetorix and Litaviccus adopted a scorched-earth policy, and Rome’s own Gallic allies proved reluctant to provide adequate grain, Roman military supplies were disrupted, leaving Caesar’s soldiers without food for days on end, forced to subsist by driving in livestock from distant villages to satisfy their extreme hunger. To reduce casualties among his men, Caesar took the initiative of temporarily halting operations. Caesar affectionately referred to his soldiers as his “comrades in arms” (commilitones), sharing with them every hardship of the campaign. On the march, he frequently walked at the head of the column himself, sometimes on horseback but more often on foot, bareheaded whether under the scorching sun or in driving rain. In battle, he consistently led from the front, displaying tremendous personal courage. During the campaign against the Nervii, he had his own mount, along with the horses of all the other officers, led away, so that everyone would share equally in the danger, with no possibility of escape. At the Battle of the Sabis, when the Roman line, unable to withstand the enemy’s assault, began gradually to give ground, Caesar snatched a shield from a soldier in the rear ranks and rushed to the very front of the line, calling out the names of his centurions by name, thereby greatly boosting his soldiers’ morale and ultimately securing victory in this crucial engagement.

He was generous with reward and sparing with punishment. Caesar did not always rely on strict military discipline to govern his troops, reserving genuine severity for moments when the tactical situation truly demanded it. He treated his soldiers with kindness, yet never lost his own authority; he was tolerant, yet never indulgent to the point of laxity. When his soldiers made mistakes, he did not treat every fault the same way, nor did he punish every infraction strictly according to regulation. Toward desertion and mutiny, he took strict preventive measures and punished offenders severely, showing no leniency whatsoever; but toward certain lesser errors, he was willing to look the other way. In judging his soldiers, Caesar paid no attention to a man’s reputation or wealth, but looked only at his courage. Toward courage and meritorious service, he was generous and unstinting in his rewards. He never sought to accumulate personal wealth for himself out of the spoils of war, but, aside from what he set aside for the public treasury, devoted everything else he gained to boosting his soldiers’ morale. In his view, every reward given to a soldier was, in effect, an addition to his own wealth as well. In Gaul, Caesar consistently paid his soldiers double wages, and frequently gave them additional bonuses besides. He often distributed plunder to the entire army after a battle. When food was plentiful, Caesar placed no limit on how much he distributed to his soldiers; and after a particularly grueling engagement, he was willing to let his soldiers plunder and pillage freely, so that even his ordinary soldiers grew wealthy in the process. All of this won Caesar the deepest loyalty and the greatest courage from his men. On the battlefields of Gaul, no matter how dire the circumstances his soldiers faced, they never once mutinied against him.



Notes


	Gaius Julius Caesar (102–44 BC), also known as Caesar the Great, was one of the most outstanding military commanders and statesmen of the late Roman Republic. Born into the ancient and distinguished Julian family, he was, through his aunt’s marriage, connected by kinship to the leader of the popular faction, Marius; at the age of eighteen, he married the daughter of Cinna, a leader of the popular faction, and thus maintained close ties to that faction, for which reason he suffered persecution under Sulla and was forced into exile. After Sulla’s death, the fortunes of the popular faction revived, and Caesar took the opportunity to return to Rome. In 77 BC, showing considerable boldness, he brought corruption charges against a former governor of Cisalpine Gaul, winning the admiration of the Roman political world for his courage. He subsequently served successively as quaestor and aedile, during which time he made skillful use of commemorations honoring Marius and other popular sentiments to raise his own standing and reputation, winning the support of the common people and of Marius’s own veterans. In 63 BC, he was elected Pontifex Maximus, and the following year served as praetor. After his term as praetor expired, he went on to serve as governor of Hispania Ulterior. In 60 BC, he formed the “First Triumvirate” together with Pompey and Crassus, and in 59 BC was elected consul. He subsequently took up the governorship of Cisalpine Gaul and Illyria (later also Gallia Narbonensis), and, over eight years, conquered the whole of Gaul through the Gallic Wars. In 49 BC, he defeated Pompey and seized power. Over the following several years, he secured unlimited dictatorial power, combining in his own person the offices of consul, dictator, and every other position of authority, becoming, in fact as well as in name, a military autocrat. The Republic survived in name only, as the power of the Senate steadily eroded. Caesar carried out a number of measures — such as distributing provincial land to 80,000 veterans and easing the burden of debtors — that touched the interests of the senatorial elite and provoked resentment among the aristocracy. On March 15, 44 BC, he was assassinated in the Senate chamber by a group of opponents led by Brutus and Cassius. After Caesar’s death, his great-nephew and adopted son, Octavian, defeated Mark Antony and went on to found the Roman Empire, becoming its first emperor.


	A legion was a complete tactical unit of the Roman infantry; in Caesar’s time, legions were made up chiefly of professional mercenary soldiers, each legion consisting of ten cohorts, each cohort consisting of three maniples, each maniple in turn divided into two centuries, with a legion’s full authorized strength standing at 5,000 men. In practice, however, because legions could not always be reinforced in time during a campaign, their actual numbers were often considerably lower than this figure.


	One Roman mile equals 1.49 kilometers; one Roman foot equals 0.296 meters.


	Caesar’s own success spurred Crassus to launch his own campaign against Parthia in 53 BC, hoping to match Caesar’s military accomplishments; instead, his entire army was destroyed and he himself was killed. Caesar and Pompey, meanwhile, grew increasingly suspicious of one another, a rift further deepened by intrigue within the Senate and by the death of Caesar’s daughter in childbirth (Caesar had married her to Pompey precisely in order to strengthen their alliance). The two men’s relationship finally broke down entirely, and Pompey became the leader of the alliance between the senatorial aristocracy and the optimates opposed to Caesar. In 49 BC, Caesar led his army from Gaul into Italy with such speed and decisiveness that Pompey was caught entirely unprepared, and, together with much of the Senate, fled Rome and crossed the sea into Greece. The following winter, Caesar pursued him into Greece, and, the following year, decisively defeated Pompey’s forces at the Battle of Pharsalus. Pompey fled to Egypt, where he was murdered by the Egyptians upon his arrival. Over the next several years, Caesar mopped up the remaining supporters of Pompey scattered across various regions, reunifying the entire Roman state under his own rule.










Chapter 7: The Crusades (1096–1291)

The Crusades were a series of wars of aggression, launched under the banner of “liberating” the holy city of Jerusalem, waged by the Roman Catholic Church, the feudal lords of Western Europe, great merchants, and the knightly class, against the various Arab states of the eastern Mediterranean. Because those who took part in these campaigns wore the sign of the cross sewn onto their clothing, the participants came to be known as “Crusaders.” The Crusades, taken as a whole, spanned nearly two hundred years (though the actual periods of active warfare amounted to roughly twenty-five years), comprising ten separate campaigns in all, of which eight were formal military invasions led chiefly by Western European knights. These campaigns touched upon many countries and regions across three continents — Europe, Asia, and Africa — mobilized manpower numbering in the hundreds of thousands, and involved a great many battles large and small, with victory and defeat divided roughly equally between the two sides; in the end, the Crusaders were driven entirely back to Europe, and every colonial state they had established in the East was ultimately destroyed. The Crusades stand as one of the great events of medieval world history, and may fairly be described as the “world war of the Middle Ages.” The Crusades were, at bottom, an unjust war of aggression, one that used the banner of religion to disguise the invasion of foreign lands, the seizure of territory and cities, killing, arson, plunder, and the enslavement of conquered peoples. Understanding and studying this war is of great value in helping us understand medieval European feudal society, the influence religion has exerted on international politics, economics, diplomacy, and military affairs, and the historical roots of the dominant currents of thought in Western society.


I. Background to the War

Jerusalem, located in Palestine on the eastern shore of the Mediterranean, was once the capital of the ancient Kingdom of Judah, the site of the Temple of Yahweh, and the symbol and center of Jewish worship of God; it was also, for Christians, the site of Christ’s Passion and Ascension, and was accordingly regarded by the Christian Church as a holy site of pilgrimage; and it was likewise regarded by Muslims as the place where the Prophet Muhammad stepped upon the rock from which he ascended to heaven, making it the third-holiest site in Islam, after Mecca and Medina. In 636, the Arabs seized Palestine from the Byzantine Empire, and Jerusalem came under the rule of the Islamic Caliphate.¹ Because the Arabs pursued a policy of moderate rule, permitting Christians freedom of religious belief, for a period of some 400 years thereafter, the Muslims and Christians of the holy city of Jerusalem lived together in peace, and the Christian church there continued to maintain contact with the churches of Europe, with large numbers of Christian pilgrims traveling from Europe to Jerusalem every year.

In the 11th century, the Seljuk Turks rose to power. After destroying the Abbasid Caliphate in 1055, they continued their westward expansion, seizing the greater part of the territory of the Byzantine Empire in West Asia, including Jerusalem itself, and established a powerful Seljuk Empire that posed a constant threat to Byzantine survival. Following the death of the Seljuk sultan Malik-Shah in 1092, the empire quickly fragmented into a number of small feudal states, centered on cities such as Baghdad, Damascus, Konya, Mosul, and Diyarbakır, and its power declined rapidly — and yet Byzantium continued to regard it as a grave threat. The Byzantine emperor Alexios I, faced with domestic instability and a weakened state, and having already, on two occasions, defeated Norman forces in the western Balkans with the assistance of mercenaries, in 1095 appealed to the Pope for help in recruiting mercenary troops to counter this powerful adversary. He even indicated that, should the Pope be willing to help, he would be prepared to see the Eastern Church reunited under the authority of Rome.

In November 1095, Pope Urban II convened a church council at Clermont, in southern France, where he delivered what is regarded as the most influential speech of the entire medieval period. After enumerating the various atrocities committed by the Muslims and describing the threats faced by Christians in the East, he called upon Christians, in the name of God, to undertake a “holy war” to “liberate” the Holy Land. He enticed his listeners by describing the East as a land “flowing with milk and honey” everywhere, and Jerusalem as a “paradise filled with joy and delight.” He promised the faithful that anyone who took part in this “holy war” would, upon death, have his soul admitted directly into heaven, with his family and property placed under the protection of the Church, and his debts granted a period of grace, all his sins forgiven. Urban II’s speech proved an extraordinary success; those present were roused to a fever pitch of emotion, crying out “It is the will of God!” Some feudal lords and knights, right there on the spot, sewed onto their clothing or pinned to their chests the sign of the red cross that would mark them as Crusaders. The council resolved that the Crusade would set out for the East the following year, on August 15 (the Feast of the Assumption).

The Crusades were fought under the banner of “rescuing” Jerusalem from Muslim hands — but in reality, the various strata of Western European society that organized and took part in this expedition to the East each had their own particular motives. First, the feudal lords and knights, who formed the backbone of the Crusading forces, hoped to plunder wealth and expand their own territorial holdings abroad. In the Western Europe of the 11th century, the profound impact that the development of a commodity economy was having on the older natural economy meant that many feudal lords, even as they continually intensified their exploitation and oppression of the peasantry, still found themselves unable to make ends meet, burdened with heavy debts, and eager to seize land and wealth abroad. The patriarchal system of primogeniture, moreover, meant that many aristocratic knights who were not the eldest son of their family could not inherit any family property, becoming so-called “penniless knights” who were correspondingly eager to enrich themselves through plundering warfare. Second, the Roman Papacy, as the instigator, organizer, and leader of the Crusades, sought to expand the sphere of Catholic authority. The schism within Christianity in 1054 had temporarily weakened papal power, but the Church had subsequently recovered and grown stronger again, thanks to the rise of the Cluniac reform movement, and the Pope now sought to bring the Eastern Orthodox Church under his own control, even hoping to compel Eastern Muslims to convert to Christianity. Beyond this, as the greatest single feudal landholder in Western Europe at the time (holding a full third of all feudal land), the Pope, no less than any secular feudal lord, had a keen interest in worldly gain, and hoped to secure land and wealth in the East for the Church’s own benefit. Third, the merchants of the great trading cities, an important driving force behind the Crusades, sought to seize control of Near Eastern markets and to monopolize the lucrative trade between East and West. Merchants from cities such as Genoa, Venice, and Pisa had, as early as the 10th century, already begun profiting handsomely from trade with the East, and, having wrested commercial supremacy in the western Mediterranean away from the Arabs, now hoped to extend their reach into the commercial life of the eastern Mediterranean as well, monopolizing trade between East and West entirely. Finally, the great mass of impoverished peasants, who formed the main body of Crusader manpower and were, in effect, blindly led into this war, dreamed of finding land and freedom in the outside world, and of escaping their condition of bondage. At the time, the great majority of Western European peasants had been reduced to serfdom, burdened with heavy and miscellaneous taxes, and their situation, already made desperate by endless feudal warfare and repeated famine and plague, had, in some cases, deteriorated to the point of cannibalism; they hoped to find, in the East, a “promised land” where they might finally settle and build a life of their own.



II. The Course of the War

(1) The Peasants’ Crusade (1096)

The impoverished peasants, deceived and incited by the Pope’s promises, could not even wait for the officially designated date of departure, and set out the moment the church council had concluded. Peasants from France and Germany were the first to set out, followed by those of England, Spain, Italy, and other countries. Like some vast tribal migration, they traveled with their wives and children, entire families setting out together. By early spring of 1096, bands of peasants from every region had converged upon Germany, their total numbers said to have reached as many as 80,000. Under the leadership of the French hermit-preacher Peter and the German knight Walter (known as “Walter the Penniless”), they set out in five separate waves, crossing the Rhine and the Danube, passing through Hungary and entering Byzantine territory. Lacking any organized logistical support, they behaved essentially like bandits along the way, burning and plundering as they went, and, as a result, were repeatedly attacked by the local population, suffering heavy losses; by the time they reached Constantinople that autumn, only 40,000 remained. The Byzantine emperor refused to allow them to enter the city, and quickly had them ferried across the Bosphorus instead. Lacking any unified command or any concrete plan of operations, and by this point utterly exhausted, they were annihilated almost as soon as they entered Asia Minor; apart from those taken captive and sold into slavery, fewer than 3,000 survivors remained.

(2) The First Crusade (1096–1099)

In the autumn of 1096, the regular Crusader forces, assembled by the nobility and knighthood of Western Europe, set out for Constantinople along four separate routes: the forces of western Germany, commanded by Godfrey, Duke of Lower Lorraine, and his brother Baldwin, set out from Bouillon on August 15, following roughly the same route the peasant Crusaders had taken; the forces of southern Italy, commanded by Bohemond, Prince of Taranto, and his nephew Tancred, embarked by ship in October, crossed the Adriatic, and landed at the port of Avlona in western Illyria, in the Balkans, before advancing through Byzantine territory via Macedonia and Thrace; the forces of southern France, led by Raymond IV, Count of Toulouse, crossed the Alps and, in October, followed the eastern shore of the Adriatic to Dalmatia, before continuing along the same route Bohemond’s forces had taken; and the forces of northern France, commanded by Hugh, Count of Vermandois, brother of King Philip I of France, were joined by Robert Curthose, Duke of Normandy (son of William I of England), and Robert II, Count of Flanders, who set out from Lyon, crossed the Alps, and reached Italy in November, wintering there before crossing to Byzantine-controlled Durazzo the following spring and continuing along the old Roman roads.

Because the Crusader forces lacked unified command (with Godfrey serving only as nominal commander-in-chief), and their discipline was lax, behaving, like the peasant Crusaders before them, with reckless plunder and violence along the way, they provoked considerable anxiety in the Byzantine emperor Alexios. By the time they arrived at Constantinople in the spring of 1097 (their combined strength totaling roughly 100,000, including 40,000 cavalry), Alexios, treating them as though facing a mortal enemy, ordered the city gates shut and refused to allow them to enter. It was only at this point that Byzantium, its own crisis having eased somewhat, no longer felt such urgent need of Crusader assistance.

To prevent their relationship from breaking down entirely, so as to allow for future cooperation, the two sides, after considerable haggling, reached a provisional agreement: Byzantium would provide the Crusaders with support and supplies, while the Crusaders, in turn, would agree to return to Byzantium any territory they recaptured that had formerly belonged to it.

In May 1097, the Crusaders launched an assault on Nicaea (today’s İznik, Turkey), capital of the Seljuk Sultanate of Rum.² Because the city was bordered by mountains to the north and a lake to the south, with high, strong walls and a defensive moat besides, and was heavily fortified, the Crusaders’ siege dragged on for seven weeks without success. The sultan of Rum, wishing to avoid direct confrontation, withdrew with 50,000 cavalry to hold the mountains, launching two opportunistic raids on the Crusaders in the interim, neither of which succeeded. Later, the Byzantine emperor conducted secret negotiations with the city’s defenders, and, on the condition that the city would not be subjected to plunder, secured its surrender on June 19. The Crusaders’ own plan to occupy and plunder Nicaea themselves thus came to nothing, further deepening the estrangement between the Crusaders and Byzantium.

On July 1, 1097, the sultan of Rum, in alliance with the Danishmend Turkish ruler, assembled 100,000 cavalry and launched a ferocious attack on the Crusader right wing (commanded by Bohemond) in the plain outside Dorylaeum. Enjoying overwhelming numerical superiority, the Turks quickly gained the upper hand. But before long, Godfrey arrived with 60,000 cavalry reinforcements; before the shock-charge tactics of his heavily armored knights, with both riders and horses clad in armor, the Turkish army broke and fled in astonishing disarray, and within a few hours only a small number managed to escape. The Battle of Dorylaeum dealt the Turks a devastating blow, both militarily and psychologically, and they never again mounted any effective organized resistance afterward. Pressing their advantage, the Crusaders crossed Asia Minor, a journey of some 500 English miles through terrain that was largely uninhabited mountain and desert, and, having lost many men to the scorching heat, thirst, and disease along the way, split their forces into two columns: the main body pressed toward Antioch (in today’s southern Turkey), while Baldwin and Tancred each led a detachment of 500 to 700 cavalry racing ahead into Armenia, seizing land and towns there. Later, in early 1098, Baldwin captured Edessa (today’s Şanlıurfa, in southern Turkey), establishing the County of Edessa.

On October 21, 1097, the main Crusader force reached Antioch. Because the city’s defenses were formidable and the Crusaders lacked adequate siege equipment, they had no choice but to adopt a strategy of blockade and attrition. But after three months of siege, the Crusaders’ own food and supplies began to run desperately short, while the city itself still held ample reserves. Because the governors of Damascus, Aleppo (in today’s Syria), and Mosul (in today’s Iraq) continually sent reinforcements to attack the Crusaders from outside the city, the Crusaders’ position grew increasingly precarious. Finally, Bohemond bribed one of the city’s own guard officers, and, on the night of June 3, 1098, had the city gates thrown open, allowing the Crusaders to pour in unopposed; the city, which had held out under siege for more than seven months, thus finally fell. Once inside, the Crusaders carried out a savage massacre in retaliation against the stubborn resistance they had faced, putting to death nearly every non-Christian inhabitant of the city. They then feasted and celebrated for several days on end, and, within a short time, had consumed almost all of the food supplies still remaining within the city.

On the third day after the fall of Antioch, the governor of Mosul arrived with a relief force and placed the city under counter-siege. The Crusaders once again found themselves in dire straits. With their food supplies exhausted and no hope of relief, they were reduced to eating bark and roots, and even, in some cases, human flesh. Crusaders began deserting in large numbers under cover of night, and those who remained prayed day and night, hoping desperately for a miracle from God. Before long, just such a miracle duly appeared: on June 28, a soldier reported to Bohemond that he had received a divine revelation in a dream — that the very spear with which a Roman soldier had once pierced the side of Christ our Savior lay buried beneath the Cathedral of St. Peter within the city, and that whoever obtained this holy relic would be assured of victory over the enemy. Bohemond accordingly ordered a search, and, sure enough, just such a spear was found. This was, in truth, nothing but a deception staged and orchestrated by Bohemond himself together with certain clergy — but, under the frenzy of religious fervor it inspired, the Crusaders’ morale surged enormously, and they rushed out of the city, eager to engage the enemy in open battle. The Seljuk forces, caught entirely unprepared, were unable to react in time and suffered a crushing defeat. As the Crusader commanders then fell into fierce internal conflict over who would control Antioch, Bohemond, Prince of Taranto, ultimately emerged victorious, using the city as the base for founding the Principality of Antioch.

On January 13, 1098, the Crusaders departed from Antioch, reaching Jerusalem on June 7. At first, they attempted to breach the city walls using siege machinery, and, relying on their overwhelming numerical superiority,³ tried to force their way up scaling ladders; but the city’s walls were extremely solid, and its defenders fought with great courage and skill, so that after forty days of siege the Crusaders had made no real progress. Later, they built massive siege towers⁴ out of great tree trunks found on nearby mountains, and, using these towers to gradually close on the city walls, greatly increased the effectiveness of their assault. At three o’clock in the afternoon on July 15 (the anniversary, according to tradition, of Christ’s own Passion), Godfrey was the first to scale the city walls; seeing this, the other Crusaders were filled with renewed courage, and rushed to join the assault. After a fierce and bloody struggle, Jerusalem finally fell. Once inside the city, the Crusaders unleashed an orgy of burning, killing, and plunder, slaughtering some 70,000 Muslims within the span of three days, sparing not even women, children, or the elderly. In their eagerness to plunder any gold the inhabitants might have swallowed before their deaths, the barbarous Crusader knights even went so far as to slit open the bellies of the dead and burn the bodies afterward to hide the evidence. Afterward, the Crusaders went on to occupy the areas surrounding Jerusalem, as well as the eastern Mediterranean coastal city of Tripoli (in today’s Lebanon), establishing the Kingdom of Jerusalem and the County of Tripoli.

(3) The Second Crusade (1147–1149)

By the early 12th century, the Muslim world of the Near and Middle East had begun to reunify and gradually regain its strength. In 1128, the governor of Mosul, Imad al-Din Zengi, recaptured Aleppo, which had earlier been seized by the Crusaders, and founded the Zengid dynasty. In 1135, Zengi seized the eastern territory of the Principality of Antioch, and in 1144 destroyed the County of Edessa entirely. As the other Crusader states, too, found themselves in growing peril, urgent appeals reached the papal court in Rome. Pope Eugenius III dispatched the Cistercian abbot Bernard of Clairvaux as his envoy, touring the courts of Europe and calling for a new Crusade; King Louis VII of France and Emperor Conrad III of Germany both responded to the call.

In April 1147, the German emperor led an army of 70,000 men, traveling by way of Vienna, Belgrade, and Adrianople, straight toward Constantinople. Once again, the German knights plundered mercilessly all along their route, showing no mercy at all to the Byzantine population — provoking the Byzantine emperor to guard against the Crusaders with the utmost vigilance, closing the city gates, garrisoning the roads, and, in some cases, even resorting to open force against them. Because they were unable to secure adequate food and supplies, and, moreover, encountered heavy rain and flooding rivers along their route, sweeping away no small amount of their military supplies, the German army suffered considerable losses along the way. After crossing the Bosphorus, the German army, deceived by a Greek guide, became lost in the mountains of Asia Minor, and the heat and thirst there cost many further lives. Already exhausted and depleted when they reached the vicinity of Dorylaeum, they were struck once again by Seljuk raiders, suffering heavy casualties, and were forced to fall back in disarray to Nicaea; barely 7,000 survivors remained. Afterward, apart from a small number of battle-hardened knights who remained with the emperor, the great majority of the survivors returned home.

A month later, the French king led his own army (nominally 200,000 strong, though in reality closer to 70,000), following in the German army’s footsteps, and joined forces with the German emperor at Nicaea. The French, too, plundered as they went, and likewise faced severe restrictions from the Byzantine emperor. The French troops, having witnessed the arrogant demeanor the German survivors displayed toward the Byzantine Greeks, could not bear this humiliation themselves, and the French king led his own forces by way of the coast toward Palestine instead. To avoid repeating the disaster that had befallen the German army, the French king chose instead a route following the western coastline. Although this route was somewhat safer, it wound repeatedly through mountainous terrain, making the march extremely difficult. In early 1148, the French army, having finally reached the vicinity of Laodicea with great difficulty, was struck once again by Seljuk raiders, suffering heavy casualties, and was forced to fall back to Attalia. Because there were not enough ships available, the French king led his noble knights across by sea to Antioch, while the infantry, forced to continue overland, were annihilated along the way. In March, the French army, having reached Antioch by sea, proceeded by land to Acre, where they joined forces with the German troops who had arrived earlier. The combined German and French forces abandoned their original plan to recapture Edessa, deciding instead to first attack Damascus. But Damascus was one of the best-defended of all the Syrian cities, and the combined Franco-German forces, by this time considerably reduced in number and utterly exhausted from their long march, found themselves unable to make any headway despite repeated assaults, suffering heavy casualties in the process. In the spring of 1149, the German emperor, seeing no prospect of victory, led the remnants of his own forces back home. A few months later, the French army, too, having suffered near-total losses, returned home in disgrace as well.

(4) The Third Crusade (1189–1192)

Following the failure of the Second Crusade, the Muslim powers of the Near and Middle East continued to grow stronger. In 1171, Saladin overthrew the Fatimid dynasty of Egypt,⁵ proclaimed himself sultan, and founded the Ayyubid dynasty.⁶ In July 1187, Saladin inflicted a crushing defeat on the main Crusader forces at the Battle of Hattin, capturing the king of Jerusalem himself and numerous other commanders, killing hundreds of knights and thousands of infantry; he subsequently seized the coastal cities of Acre, Beirut, Sidon, Jaffa, and Haifa in succession, and, on October 2, captured Jerusalem itself. When this news reached Western Europe, it sent shockwaves through both the secular and ecclesiastical feudal powers alike; Pope Urban III himself is said to have died of shock and grief. His successor, Gregory VIII, immediately called for a new Crusade, and received the support of Emperor Frederick I “Barbarossa” of Germany, King Philip II of France, King Richard I of England, and the nobility of several Italian city-states.

In March 1189, the German emperor led an army of 30,000 Crusaders from Regensburg, marching by way of Hungary and Byzantine territory toward Jerusalem. Byzantium refused to provide military supplies, and treated the Crusaders with the same wariness it would show toward an enemy force; the German army, in turn, retaliated with plunder and the slaughter of Byzantine inhabitants, so that the two sides came close to open war. In March 1190, the German army crossed the Hellespont into Asia Minor, where it came under repeated Seljuk attack, and, having subsequently lost its way while passing through Laodicea, suffered severe losses. On June 10, the emperor drowned while attempting to cross a swiftly flowing mountain stream near Seleucia. His death caused the German Crusader army to quickly disintegrate; the greater part of the force returned home by sea, while a portion, under the command of the crown prince Frederick and Duke Leopold of Austria, pressed on toward Antioch. The surviving Crusaders reached Acre that autumn, but the crown prince was killed in the attack on Acre, and the German force, having never even reached its intended destination, was itself entirely destroyed.

In July 1190, the English and French Crusader forces set out separately from Marseille and Genoa, taking the sea route and arriving successively at Messina, in Sicily, in September. A dispute broke out between the two sides over control of Sicily, and the English forces occupied Messina and carried out a large-scale massacre and plunder. To avoid the dangers of a winter sea crossing, the two armies did not resume their eastward voyage until March 1191. On March 20, the French king set out ten days ahead of the English king. The French forces reached Syria first and then proceeded to Acre; the English forces, along the way, occupied Cyprus, before landing in Syria as well. On July 12, the combined English and French Crusader forces captured Acre, massacring 2,700 captured Muslim soldiers. Because the French king and the English king had fallen out with one another, the French king, pleading illness, withdrew part of his forces to Tyre, and returned to France in early August, leaving only a small number of French knights who volunteered to remain and continue the campaign.

The English king continued to lead his forces south, successively occupying Caesarea, Jaffa, Ascalon, and other cities, but at heavy cost. In the spring of 1192, the English king and Saladin, who continued to hold Jerusalem, fought a fierce series of engagements over control of the city, with neither side gaining a decisive advantage. At this point, the French king and the English king’s own brother John began scheming together, the French king hoping to seize this opportunity to expand his own power, while John hoped to seize the English throne for himself. The English king, no longer willing to prolong the campaign, accordingly concluded a three-year truce with Saladin in September 1192, and returned home. Under the terms of the truce: the Crusaders would retain the coastal strip from Tyre to Jaffa; the interior and Jerusalem itself would remain under Saladin’s rule; and Christians would be free to make pilgrimage to the holy city without harassment.

(5) The Fourth Crusade (1202–1204)

In 1198, Pope Innocent III, newly elevated to the papacy, called for a fresh Crusade, and received an enthusiastic response from France, Germany, Italy, and other countries. The original target of this new expedition was Egypt, since it was the base of the Ayyubid dynasty that held the Crusaders’ eastern territories; once Egypt had been defeated, the recovery of the Holy City would, it was believed, be only a matter of time. To reach Egypt, the Crusaders needed Venice to provide them with a substantial fleet of ships. But Venice, unwilling to see its own close and lucrative trade with Egypt disrupted by war, and, moreover, eager to strike a blow against its commercial rival Byzantium and seize control of the eastern Mediterranean trade for itself, while agreeing to provide ships in exchange for an enormous fee of 85,000 silver marks, insisted at the same time that the Crusaders first attack Byzantium before proceeding on to Egypt. Because the Papacy and the rulers of France and Germany had long harbored resentment toward Byzantium for its repeated failure to provide adequate support to earlier Crusades, and because the Pope himself harbored his own ambition of reunifying the whole of Christendom under his authority, it was ultimately decided to attack Byzantium — a fellow Christian power — first. This decision proved a grave strategic blunder, one that cost every subsequent Crusade launched by the Papacy the religious support of the Christian populace, and sowed the seeds of the eventual failure of this entire expedition.

In October 1202, the combined French, German, and Italian Crusader forces set out from Venice, and, after five days of fierce fighting, captured the port of Zara, under Hungarian rule, on the eastern shore of the Adriatic on November 11. Within the city, the Crusaders carried out a wholesale massacre of the innocent population and plundered a vast quantity of property, sparing not even the churches. At this point, a palace coup broke out within Byzantium itself, and Emperor Isaac II was deposed and imprisoned by his own brother, Alexios III. Isaac’s son, having managed to escape the capital, concluded a secret agreement with the Crusaders: in exchange for their help in restoring his father to the throne, he promised to reunite the Eastern and Western churches, and to pay the Crusaders a reward of 200,000 silver marks. In late May, the Crusaders advanced on Constantinople. In July, after the Crusaders had besieged the city for two weeks, Alexios III fled, taking the imperial treasury with him. On July 18, Isaac II was restored to the throne, and his son was proclaimed co-emperor alongside him. Isaac and his son, however, found themselves unable to pay the enormous sum they had promised, and were forced to resort to confiscation, forced levies, and new borrowing to raise the necessary funds; this, combined with popular and clerical opposition to the planned reunification of the Eastern and Western churches, provoked widespread unrest. Under this mounting pressure, the new emperor publicly declared that he would refuse to honor the earlier agreement, and the Crusaders retaliated by setting fire to the city, a conflagration that burned for eight days and nights, destroying half the city. The enraged populace deposed both Isaac and his son, and elevated the powerful nobleman Alexios Doukas to the throne in their place. Doukas gave the Crusaders seven days to withdraw from Byzantine territory; the Crusaders refused, and instead once again laid siege to Constantinople. On April 13, 1204, the Crusaders finally captured the city, and, once inside, carried out three days and nights of continuous burning and plunder, destroying countless works of art and historical treasures, and leaving some 20,000 people dead.

The Crusaders and the Venetians, acting under a prior agreement, divided the conquered Byzantine Empire between themselves, establishing the Latin Empire on the territory of the Byzantine Empire that they had seized, while the remaining, unconquered portions of Byzantine territory splintered into several independent smaller states.⁷ The Latin knights who now held this territory behaved with reckless brutality and unrestrained plunder, provoking fierce resentment and resistance among the Greek population. In 1261, the Nicaean Empire destroyed the Latin Empire and restored Byzantine rule, and with this, the Fourth Crusade, too, ultimately ended in failure.

(6) The Children’s Crusade (1212)

Following the failure of the Fourth Crusade, although the Church continued repeatedly to call for a new Crusade, the response was tepid at best. In order to reignite religious fervor, the Church staged a truly malicious deception, beginning to spread a fantastical rumor that “innocent” children were more likely to receive God’s blessing than “sinful” adults, and might, through miraculous means, succeed in recovering the “Holy Land” from Muslim hands where adults had failed. In March 1212, a twelve-year-old shepherd boy from Paris named Stephen claimed to have dreamed that Jesus himself had appeared to him and directed him to write to the king of France, calling for the recovery of the Holy Land. The Church allowed him to travel about spreading this message, using the story of this supposed “divine manifestation” to deceive the credulous, falsely claiming that the “pure” children’s Crusade would, upon reaching the sea, find the waters part before them, allowing them to walk across as if on dry land, and would win an effortless victory over the enemy at the Holy Land. In June, Stephen led more than 30,000 boys and girls aboard ships at the port of Marseille bound for Egypt; along the way, near the island of San Pietro, two of the ships were wrecked in a storm, with everyone aboard lost; of the five remaining ships that reached Egypt, every child aboard was betrayed and sold into slavery by the ships’ own unscrupulous captains.

A similar “child prodigy” phenomenon appeared in Germany as well: a knight’s ten-year-old son, Nicholas, claimed that God would protect the children as they crossed the sea dry-shod, that they would establish a “divine kingdom” in Jerusalem, and that they would convert the Muslims to Christianity. In August 1212, he organized a children’s Crusade of 20,000, setting out from Cologne and crossing the Alps toward the Mediterranean coast. Once they reached Italian territory, lacking any real organization, the children’s Crusade fell apart entirely. Most of the children died of starvation or disease along the way; some managed to reach Genoa, hoping to sail on from there to Jerusalem, but were instead deceived and sold into slavery in the East; still others made their way back home, or drifted about, scattered across Italy.

(7) The Fifth Crusade (1217–1221)

Perhaps it was precisely the tragic outcome of the Children’s Crusade that prompted the Papacy, in 1215, to call for the various European kingdoms to observe a four-year truce among themselves, so as to reorganize and launch a new Crusade. King Andrew II of Hungary, King John of England (“John Lackland”), and King Frederick II of Sicily (later Holy Roman Emperor) all declared their intention to participate. In June 1217, the Hungarian king and Duke Leopold VI of Austria led a combined Hungarian-Austrian army, setting out from the port of Split in Dalmatia, and, after passing through Syria, reached Acre; the English Crusader forces (which included some French and German knights as well) arrived shortly afterward. Because the local Christians and Muslims lived at peace with one another, engaged in trade on equal terms, and worried that renewed warfare would disrupt their commercial interests, the Crusaders received a lukewarm reception upon reaching the Near East, and an entire year passed with nothing meaningfully accomplished. Discouraged by these prospects, the Hungarian king led his forces home. The Crusaders who remained, following the advice of an English knight to strike at the root of the problem, resolved to attack Egypt directly. In May 1218, the Crusaders advanced against the important Egyptian commercial city of Damietta. Because the city’s defenses were formidable, the Crusaders besieged it for several months without success, and, as their sense of despair grew, many Crusaders began returning home. In November 1219, owing to a famine that had broken out within the city, the Egyptian sultan voluntarily withdrew his forces, allowing the Crusaders to enter the city, where they proceeded to plunder it thoroughly. In June 1221, the Crusaders advanced on Mansura. At this time, the Nile was in flood, and the Egyptian Muslim forces seized the opportunity to cut off the Crusaders’ line of retreat. Trapped between the rising floodwaters and the enemy, the Crusaders had no choice but to sue for peace. On August 30, the two sides signed an agreement, and the Crusaders, in early September, withdrew from Egypt and made their way, in considerable disarray, back to Europe.

(8) The Sixth Crusade (1228–1229)

Pope Gregory IX attributed the failure of the Fifth Crusade to the German emperor’s own failure to arrive in time as originally promised, and demanded that he undertake a new Crusade in 1225. It was not until 1227 that the German emperor had recruited a sufficient number of troops and completed the necessary preparations, but he then fell ill and was forced to postpone the expedition once again. The enraged Pope excommunicated him from the Church, declaring that he was no Crusader at all but a treacherous enemy of the faith. Hoping to secure his own claim to succession to the throne of Jerusalem (having married the daughter of the king of Jerusalem in 1225), the German emperor personally led his army out on campaign in the summer of 1228. His great army set sail from Brindisi, on the western coast of Italy, crossing the sea to Syria, and then continued south toward Acre, marching directly on Jerusalem. But no large-scale fighting broke out between the two sides. At the time, the Egyptian sultan was locked in his own struggle with the governor of Damascus for control of Syria and Palestine, and was in no position to confront the German emperor’s forces. In February 1229, the two sides concluded a treaty lasting ten years, under which the sultan agreed to cede Jerusalem to the German emperor (excluding the area around the Al-Aqsa Mosque), along with the towns of Bethlehem, Nazareth, Tyre, and Sidon in Palestine; the German emperor, in turn, agreed to support the sultan in his own struggle against his enemies and to guarantee freedom of Muslim religious practice. In March 1229, the German emperor was crowned king of Jerusalem. At first, the Pope refused to recognize the treaty the emperor had signed, and sent troops to occupy southern Italy (then part of the emperor’s own territory). The emperor returned to Italy and defeated the papal forces. In 1230, the two sides signed a peace agreement, under which the Pope lifted his excommunication of the emperor, and subsequently also ratified the treaty the emperor had concluded with the Egyptian sultan.

(9) The Seventh Crusade (1248–1254)

In 1244, the Khwarazmian people, originally settled near the Caspian Sea, were driven westward under pressure from the Mongol advance, and, in the course of this migration, defeated the Crusader forces and invaded Syria. In September, the Egyptian sultan seized the opportunity to recapture Jerusalem. In 1245, Pope Innocent IV resolved to organize a Seventh Crusade. By this time, however, the momentum behind the Crusading movement in Europe had waned considerably, and only King Louis IX of France responded to the call. In 1248, the French king led an army out on campaign, gathering his forces on Cyprus before advancing on Egypt. In June 1249, the Crusaders attacked Damietta; because the defenders there were poorly prepared, the city quickly fell. As the Nile was then in flood, the Crusaders did not advance on Mansura until late autumn. In February 1250, the French king, made rash and reckless by his earlier easy victory and believing the enemy incapable of any real resistance, ordered his vanguard to begin the assault on the city without waiting for his main force to arrive, and it fell straight into an ambush, with several hundred knights killed, including the king’s own brother, the Count of Artois. The French king personally led his main force across the river to relieve them, but found the enemy already entrenched, having established a fortified camp with the river at their backs. The Egyptian forces sank the Crusader ships on the Nile, cutting off their line of retreat, and pressed a general siege around them. Under the mounting pressure of hunger and death, the Crusaders began to desert in large numbers. Seeing no hope of breaking out, the French king’s own army surrendered. He himself was later ransomed in exchange for an enormous sum of money and the Crusaders’ withdrawal from Damietta. The French king withdrew to Acre, hoping to make a fresh attempt at conquest, but, finding no response from home, finally led the remnants of his defeated army back to France in 1254.

(10) The Eighth Crusade (1270)

In the latter half of the 13th century, owing to internal strife and a lack of outside support, the remaining Crusader colonial states in the East grew increasingly weak. The Egyptian Mamluk sultan Baibars, determined to follow in Saladin’s footsteps and eliminate the Crusader presence once and for all, successively captured Caesarea and Antioch in 1256, and Jaffa and Antioch again in 1268. Unable to bear the humiliation of these repeated defeats, the French king personally volunteered to lead yet another Crusade. In 1270, he led three princes, 6,000 knights, and 30,000 infantry, setting sail from the port of Aigues-Mortes in southern France. But on reaching the island of Sardinia, he learned that the governor of Tunis had expressed a willingness to convert to Christianity, and decided to first advance on Tunis, hoping through diplomatic pressure to persuade him to convert and then join forces with him in a combined assault on Egypt. But once the French king had landed near the city of Tunis on July 17, the governor of Tunis instead deployed heavy defenses within the capital and awaited him there. The enraged French king ordered his forces to besiege the city. Tunis appealed to Egypt for help, and the Mamluk forces duly arrived, catching the Crusader forces caught between the two — Tunis before them, the Mamluks behind. The scorching African heat and rampant disease claimed the lives of many Crusaders; the French king himself fell ill and died in late August, and the Crusader army was almost completely destroyed. French reinforcements arrived later, but too late to change the outcome. In October, the French forces concluded a peace agreement with the enemy and withdrew.

The Pope continued, in the years that followed, to call upon Christians to undertake further “holy war,” but received no response whatsoever. In the East, the Egyptian Muslim forces went on to capture Tripoli, Sidon, Tyre, and other coastal cities in succession, and, in 1291, finally captured Acre, the Crusaders’ last remaining stronghold in the East. With this, the Crusades came to a definitive and final end.



III. Commentary

The Crusades were a massive campaign of aggression, instigated by the Roman Papacy, in which the Christian kings, feudal lords, merchants, knights, and a portion of the peasantry of Europe joined together against the Seljuk Turks, who adhered to the Islamic faith. Because the crescent moon was the traditional emblem of Islam, this religious war has also come to be known, in later times, as the “war of the cross against the crescent.” Although this war ended some eight or nine hundred years ago, it continues, even today, to cast a profound shadow over relations between the two great civilizational traditions of Christianity and Islam. The Crusades eased the increasingly severe political and economic crisis then gripping Western European society, redirecting the focus of internal class conflict outward, and seizing and plundering vast quantities of land and wealth from the Near and Middle East, thereby consolidating feudal rule across the various states of Western Europe; at the same time, they brought tremendous calamity to the peoples of West Asia, Egypt, and Byzantium, severely hampering the social and economic development of that region. And yet, objectively speaking, the Crusades also promoted exchange between Europe and the peoples of the East, exerting a profound influence on world politics, economics, military affairs, and culture from the medieval period onward. Through the study of this war, we can come to understand that the development of Western military affairs in the medieval period passed through one of its darkest, most conservative eras — a period in which there was no innovation whatsoever in military thought or in strategy and tactics, no advancement in military technology, and no truly great commander to emerge. The chief lesson it holds for us concerns the influence and constraints that religion, politics, and ethnic and national identity exert on war and military affairs. We approach the study of this war with a spirit of critical judgment.

(1) The Capture of the Holy City of Jerusalem Was the Primary Objective of the Crusades, but a Lack of Political Foresight, Coupled with Barbarous Slaughter of the Muslim Population, Led to a Protracted Confrontation Between Islam and Christianity — the Fundamental Reason Jerusalem Was Ultimately Lost Once More and the Crusades Themselves Ultimately Failed

War is the continuation of politics; it is never merely a matter of military struggle alone, but also involves contest and confrontation across the political, economic, diplomatic, and religious spheres as well. In the Crusades, the feudal rulers of Western Europe made full use of the religious fervor and material ambitions of the people of their day, mobilizing and organizing their forces with great effectiveness, and successfully kindling the enthusiasm of a great many Crusaders to take part in the campaign — a factor that played an important role in the early victories of the war as well. Urban II’s speech not only made unambiguously clear, on doctrinal grounds, every Christian’s obligation to take part in the campaign, but also instilled in its listeners, on a psychological level, a sense of religious conviction and ethnic superiority, while at the same time employing material inducement as well — a display of persuasive, rousing rhetoric whose effect exceeded even his own original expectations. During the siege of Antioch, the “discovery” of the spear that had supposedly pierced the side of Christ; and, during the assault on Jerusalem, the decision to time the final assault to coincide with the anniversary of Christ’s own Passion, with the commander himself leading the charge onto the walls — these were both instances in which religious fervor was skillfully exploited to inspire fighting spirit, and stand as classic examples of the way Crusader commanders made use of religion for military ends. And yet, among the various Crusader commanders, remarkably few truly understood the relationship between politics and war. Apart from the Sixth Crusade — in which Emperor Frederick II, exploiting the rivalry between the Egyptian sultan and the governor of Damascus, achieved his objective without bloodshed through purely diplomatic means — every other Crusade relied solely on brute military force, and in some cases even degenerated into indiscriminate massacre. The principal military objective of the Crusades was the capture of Jerusalem, but what they meant by “capture” was simply military occupation by force, coupled with the expulsion and slaughter of “infidels” (Muslims), in a spirit of vengeance (believing that the slaughter of infidels was, in itself, God’s own will), rather than the application of any sound policy of governance capable of consolidating the fruits of victory once achieved. They massacred the local population without regard for age, sex, or religious belief, carrying out slaughter on a scale of unimaginable cruelty — within a mere three days, more than 70,000 people were put to death; and, in their eagerness to extract whatever gold the dead might have swallowed before their deaths, they slit open the bellies of the corpses and burned the bodies afterward to hide the evidence. This Crusader brutality, and the cruel oppression and persecution the Muslim population subsequently suffered under Crusader rule, only inflamed Muslim hatred and provoked fierce, determined resistance, and the commanders who organized and led the resistance against the Crusaders — Saladin, Baibars, and others — became, in the process, enduring national heroes forever cherished in Muslim memory, ultimately leading to the recovery of Jerusalem and the complete collapse of Crusader rule there.

(2) The Unification of the Eastern and Western Churches Was the Papacy’s Foremost Political Objective in Launching the Crusades, but Its Lack of Strategic Vision, and Its Reckless Decision to Invade Byzantium, Exposed the Deceptive and Hollow Nature of Its Religious Propaganda, and Directly Led to the Decline of Catholic Authority from Its Former Heights, as well as to the Ultimate Failure of Its Strategy of Church Unification

As the instigator, organizer, and leader of the Crusades, the Roman Papacy’s foremost political objective was to unify the Eastern and Western churches, and even to force the Muslim world to convert, so as to establish a single, unified Christian theocratic empire spanning the world. But in the Fourth Crusade, the Papacy redirected its principal objective from the still-Muslim-held Holy City of Jerusalem toward Byzantium — a fellow Christian empire adhering to the same faith — a major strategic blunder. Although, from a purely military and economic perspective, the organization, planning, and tactical execution of this campaign were, in certain respects, superior to those of earlier expeditions — the Crusaders captured Constantinople, capital of the Byzantine Empire, without great difficulty, established the Latin Empire there, and plundered vast quantities of gold, silver, jewels, and priceless works of art — from a political and strategic standpoint, the campaign proved, on balance, more costly than it was worth. First, the attack on Byzantium — a fellow Christian power — followed immediately by the abandonment of any further effort toward Jerusalem, thoroughly exposed the falsity of the campaign’s professed “sacred” religious purpose, demonstrating conclusively, through this very action, that the Crusading movement had, in truth, become an entirely secular and self-interested enterprise. From this point on, the authority of the Church suffered a catastrophic collapse, never again able to command the same religious fervor from ordinary Christians that it once had, and the Crusading movement as a whole declined precipitously from that point forward, never to recover its former momentum. Second, a strong and unified Byzantine Empire had long served as Western Europe’s natural buffer and shield against the East; by conquering Byzantium, the Crusaders had, in effect, “torn down their own defensive wall,” thoroughly destroying the protective barrier Byzantium had long provided between East and West, and directly exposing the various states of Europe to the threat of attack from the Muslim powers of the Near and Middle East. A little over two hundred years later, the Ottoman Turks would go on to destroy the Byzantine Empire entirely and continue their own westward expansion, a development for which the states of Christian Europe would pay a heavy price. Finally, through the plunder and slaughter the Crusaders inflicted upon Constantinople and other Byzantine cities, they not only inflicted devastating harm on one of the most highly developed civilizations of the age, but also, in the process, utterly deprived themselves of the one truly important ally they might otherwise have relied upon in their continuing campaign in the East. Every subsequent Crusade thereafter could only proceed by sea, and none of them ever again achieved genuine victory — a failure to which the lack of allied support and inadequate logistical backing undoubtedly contributed in no small measure.

(3) The Plunder of Wealth and the Expansion of Territory Provided the Crucial Material Motivation Behind the Crusades, but the Crusaders’ Frenzied Pillaging, Even as It Inflicted Terrible Devastation on the Peoples of the Near and Middle East, Also Dug the Very Grave of Their Own Eventual Destruction

The Crusades were fought under the professed banner of recovering the Holy Land and glorifying the Lord — but in reality, every stratum of society that took part in this expedition to the East was, first and foremost, seeking the satisfaction of its own material desires. The Papacy, the feudal lords and knights of every rank, all sought to acquire land and wealth in the East; the merchants of the great trading cities sought to seize control of Near Eastern markets; and the peasantry hoped to escape their crushing debts and poverty. As the Pope himself candidly admitted in his speech at the Council of Clermont, the Crusade was undertaken precisely because the Near East was described as a “paradise filled with joy and delight,” a land “flowing with milk and honey” — the Crusaders, in other words, went east in search of “eternal reward.” In pursuit of these material desires, the Crusaders plundered, burned, and pillaged relentlessly wherever they went, sparing nothing. This was made all the worse by the Pope’s own promise — made “by the authority granted to me by the Lord” — that anyone who took part in the Crusades would, upon death, have his soul admitted directly to heaven, with all his sins forgiven; a promise that not only lent the entire expedition a veneer of political “legitimacy,” but also emboldened the Crusaders to behave with reckless abandon. And so the Crusaders became a singularly strange assembly, at once the most devoutly pious and the most viciously fanatical, the most base and shameless of men — people who might, in the very same moment, finish their morning prayers and then set off to kill and rob. Whether among the peasant Crusaders or the knightly Crusaders, neither discipline nor any real sense of restraint was to be found; like a plague of locusts, they swept through everywhere they went, sacking cities and countryside alike, and destroying countless precious human lives — earning themselves, in the eyes of later generations, the epithet “plunderers, murderers, and arsonists.” Though this frenzied pillaging did, in some cases, transform penniless paupers into men of sudden wealth overnight, even as it brought terrible calamity upon the various peoples of the East, it also, in the process, sowed the seeds of the Crusaders’ own eventual ruin. The Crusaders’ own atrocities provoked anger and resistance among the local populations they encountered along their route — communities that refused to serve as guides, refused them passage, refused to supply them with food or lodging, and, in some cases, even banded together to launch attacks against scattered and straggling Crusader soldiers and officers. This, in turn, cost the Crusaders the support and cooperation of Byzantium, their most important ally in the early stages of the campaign, and, campaigning through unfamiliar terrain and harsh climates in a foreign land, the Crusaders repeatedly found themselves short of food and supplies, their marches made desperately difficult, and their fighting power significantly diminished by illness, hunger, and heavy casualties along the way. It likewise provoked determined resistance from the very populations whose territory they occupied, so that almost every city they conquered was, in the end, ultimately lost once more.

(4) The Poor Overall Quality of the Crusader Forces, Together with Their Lack of Unified Command and Sound Strategy and Tactics, Was an Important Reason for Their Repeated Defeats in the Crusades

The Crusades, taken together, were fought in ten separate campaigns spanning nearly two hundred years, mobilizing manpower numbering in the hundreds of thousands — and yet, militarily speaking, they produced no truly creative achievements of any kind, nor did they give rise to a single truly great commander. Apart from the sheer barbarity and brutality of the violence they inflicted, they left behind no military legacy of any real luster whatsoever for later generations. This can be attributed to the particular social and intellectual conditions prevailing at the time. First, the feudal ruling class of Europe at this time had not yet fully shed the martial spirit of the earlier primitive tribal era; feudal knights prized and glorified individual heroism, and fought with great personal valor but little real strategic sense. Second, Western Europe at this time remained mired in an era of feudal fragmentation, with countless great and petty feudal lords each ruling their own domains independently; knights knew only loyalty to their own liege lord, and possessed almost no broader sense of strategic awareness, with correspondingly little regard for waging war on behalf of the nation or people as a whole. Third, the Crusaders’ own level of scientific, cultural, and military sophistication was extremely backward, leaving them incapable of developing new weapons or innovating new tactics in response to the actual demands of the war they were fighting. In short, the overall quality of the Crusader forces reflected precisely the level of development of medieval Western European feudal civilization as a whole — a union of church and state, an intellectual culture bound by dogma, remaining, in almost every respect, mired in one of the darkest periods of its history. Apart from the wooden siege towers invented during the First Crusade for the assault on Jerusalem, one finds scarcely any further innovation in weaponry or tactics throughout the entire course of the Crusades. From the standpoint of operational command, the principal reason the Crusaders, despite fighting so many campaigns, suffered defeat far more often than they achieved victory, and were ultimately crushed in the end, lies chiefly in their lack of unified command and of sound strategy and tactics. On the one hand, owing to serious internal conflict and rivalry for power and advantage, the Crusaders were repeatedly unable to achieve unified command or coordinated action, greatly undermining their own fighting power. This held true from the First through the Fifth Crusades alike, and, from the Sixth through the Eighth Crusades, as papal calls to arms met with diminishing response, in many cases only a single national army took the field at all. On the other hand, the commanders and generals of the Crusader forces frequently displayed poor tactical judgment, applying rigid and unimaginative strategy and tactics. On the whole, the great majority of Crusader commanders were little more than unlettered fighting men with no real grasp of strategy or tactics, habitually relying, in battle, on a single, reckless frontal assault delivered in a simple linear formation, seeking victory through sheer valor rather than through any genuine strategic cunning. In the Second Crusade, the Crusaders abandoned Edessa, where they might have secured the support of the local Christian population, choosing instead to attack Damascus — the most heavily fortified city in all of Syria; in the Seventh Crusade, the Crusaders recklessly advanced against the well-defended stronghold of Mansura, and, after suffering a costly setback there, went on to compound their folly by advancing blindly with their backs to the river — a series of decisions that vividly illustrate the poor command ability and utter lack of even the most basic strategic and tactical competence displayed by the Crusader leadership throughout this war.

(5) The Tactical Disadvantage of Western Europe’s Heavy Cavalry against the Light Cavalry of the Turkish and Arab Forces Was an Important Factor Behind the Crusaders’ Repeated Defeats on the Battlefield

The social composition of the Crusader forces was extremely varied, and their weaponry and equipment correspondingly inconsistent. The main body of the Crusader army consisted of heavily armored knights, clad in metal armor and equipped with a medium-length sword together with a heavier lance for thrusting attacks; knights, whether mounted or fighting on foot, also carried, in addition to their sword, a mace or battle-axe, weapons suited only to individual, one-on-one combat. The great majority of ordinary peasants and townspeople, meanwhile, were equipped only with knives, axes, and long spears, suited only to fighting at close quarters. The Crusaders employed knightly tactics, typically fighting in a single extended line, rarely adopting the layered, “wedge”-shaped formations with greater depth that were used elsewhere. The mounted knights formed the front line, with their squires and infantry supporting them from behind. Battles were initiated by the cavalry, and once engagement began, the fighting quickly broke down into small groups or one-on-one “duels” between individual combatants; there was little real coordination between cavalry and infantry, and it proved difficult for the Crusaders to achieve any genuine, concentrated shock effect as a unified force. The Turkish and Arab forces, by contrast, relied chiefly on light cavalry, armed with bows, crossbows, and curved sabers; their fighting quality and mobility far exceeded that of the Crusaders’ cumbersome, heavily armored knights. In battle, they would first use their bows to inflict casualties on the Crusaders from a distance, then surround them, dividing them into a number of isolated pockets, and finish them off through bold, aggressive attacks delivered piecemeal against each isolated group in turn. As Engels himself observed: “The moment Western ‘heavy’ cavalry was transported to fight on the soil of an Eastern enemy, it began to suffer defeat, and was routed on the great majority of occasions.”⁸ Beyond this, the natural environment, too, proved unfavorable to heavily armored cavalry: they could not withstand the scorching heat of summer, and often collapsed from heatstroke, while in winter the bitter cold chilled them to the bone, and they often froze or starved to death. Once the Crusades had come to an end, Western Europe took this lesson to heart: the role of heavy cavalry declined, while light cavalry and infantry saw further development, and Europeans developed a keen interest in the military science and technology of the peoples of the East, learning, among other things, how to manufacture incendiary weapons and how to use the compass for military purposes.

(6) Even as the Crusades Inflicted Grave Calamity on the Peoples of West Asia and Western Europe Alike, They Also, Objectively Speaking, Promoted Exchange Between East and West and Helped Advance the Development of Western European Society

The Crusades brought profound calamity to the peoples of the eastern Mediterranean coast — the peoples of Syria, Palestine, and Byzantium above all — as the civilization of West Asia was savagely trampled underfoot and its social and economic life devastated, with millions of innocent people of the Levant dying beneath the swords of the invaders. In much the same way, the Crusades proved a calamity for the various peoples of Western Europe as well: countless resources were consumed in this war, and vast numbers of people died on the battlefield, or of hunger or disease along the way, with even tens of thousands of innocent, guileless children losing their lives in vain in the misguided “Children’s Crusade.” And yet, objectively speaking, the Crusades also promoted exchange between East and West, and helped advance the development of Western European society — though it must be said that these effects arose chiefly through the ordinary interaction and trade that took place between the peoples involved, rather than as a direct result of the war itself, and certainly not as any intended purpose of those who launched this campaign of aggression in the first place. First, politically, the Crusades redirected the focus of class conflict within Western European society, easing the increasingly acute political crisis of the time. The deaths of large numbers of impoverished peasants in the course of the Crusades weakened resistance to feudal rule and eased class tensions; the deaths of many knights, meanwhile, sapped the strength of a portion of the feudal ruling class, weakening the forces of feudal fragmentation and thereby favoring political unification and the development of stronger royal authority. This, in turn, favored the formation of unified national states. As one historian has observed of the “general condition of chaos” prevailing in the medieval period, “royal authority was a progressive force … amid this chaos, royal power represented order, representing the still-forming nation itself.” Second, economically, the vast wealth and advanced production techniques brought back from the East enriched the material and cultural life of Western European society, promoting the development and flourishing of agriculture, handicraft manufacturing, and commercial trade alike. Many Eastern products and technologies — cotton, rice, silk weaving, printing and dyeing techniques, metallurgy, watermelons, sugar refining, and more — were introduced into Europe, greatly advancing the development of its productive forces. Western European merchants, particularly those of the Italian trading cities, secured commercial supremacy over the Mediterranean, promoting urban prosperity and the expansion of trade. By the time the Crusades had come to an end, the volume of goods transported from the East to Europe had increased tenfold compared to before, and the commodity economy of the cities was steadily displacing the feudal manorial economy that had characterized the early medieval period. Third, culturally, the Crusades promoted exchange between East and West. The scientific and cultural achievements of the East — advanced Arabic mathematics, linguistic and written traditions, and more — were successively introduced into the West; Italian merchants learned from the East the art of drawing maps of the Mediterranean world; and Christian physicians learned a considerable amount of medical knowledge from Jewish and Islamic sources, bringing new advances to Western surgical practice. In the realm of literature, many romantic tales of the East, including some of the stories later collected in One Thousand and One Nights, likewise found their way into Western Europe; and, beginning roughly around the time of the First Crusade, a flourishing of literary forms such as memoir and lyric poetry began to emerge, a development later described as the “12th-century literary renaissance.”



Notes


	The heads of the various Arab states bore the title “Caliph,” meaning “successor to the true Messenger [of God].” Muhammad founded Islam in 610, and in 632 established the unified Arab Caliphate combining religious and political authority. After passing through the period of the four “Rightly Guided” Caliphs, elected by the Muslim community following Muhammad’s death (632–661), and then the era of the Umayyad dynasty (661–750), the Caliphate’s territory came to stretch west to the Atlantic Ocean and east into the region beyond the Amu Darya (Oxus) River in Central Asia, becoming a vast feudal empire spanning the three continents of Asia, Africa, and Europe. After the Umayyad dynasty was overthrown by the Abbasid dynasty (750–1258), the following century marked the height of Abbasid power. From the mid-9th century onward, following the rise of the Turks, the Abbasid Caliphate began to fragment and decline; by the mid-10th century, the actual territory under direct Abbasid rule was confined to Baghdad and its immediate surroundings. In 1055, the Seljuk Turks occupied Baghdad, and the Caliph retained only his position as spiritual leader of Islam. In 1258, the Abbasid Caliphate was destroyed by the invading Mongol army.


	The Sultanate of Rum was a medieval Islamic state established in Asia Minor by a branch of the Seljuk dynasty (1077–1308); because Eastern peoples referred to the region of Asia Minor under Byzantine rule as “Rum” (meaning “Roman”), the state took its name accordingly. It established its capital at Nicaea in 1077, moving its capital to Konya in 1116; until 1153 it remained a semi-independent vassal of the Great Seljuk Empire. Its power began to grow considerably stronger in the latter half of the 12th century, and in 1180 it conquered the Danishmend dynasty of northwestern Asia Minor. In 1243, following a Mongol invasion, the state fell into decline and fragmented, and was finally destroyed by the Mongols in 1308.


	At the time, the Egyptians had only just recently recaptured Jerusalem from the Seljuks, and its garrison numbered only about 1,000 men; the Crusaders, though considerably reduced in number by more than two years of continuous campaigning, still numbered 12,000 infantry and 1,300 cavalry — more than ten times the size of the city’s defending garrison.


	A form of siege engine, resembling a tower, divided into several levels, within which soldiers could shelter while launching their assault.


	The Shia branch of Islam established a dynasty in North Africa and the Middle East during the medieval period (909–1171); because its banners and attire favored the color green, it was referred to in China as the “Green-Clad Arabs.”


	Following Zengi’s death in 1146, his elder son, Sayf al-Din, succeeded him, establishing his capital at Mosul and ruling over Mesopotamia; his younger son, Nur al-Din, established his own capital at Aleppo, ruling over Syria. Nur al-Din, carrying on his father’s cause of resisting the Crusaders, successively recaptured the County of Edessa, Damascus, and part of the Principality of Antioch between 1151 and 1164. In 1164, at the request of the Fatimid dynasty, Nur al-Din sent his general Shirkuh, together with his nephew Saladin, to lead an army into Egypt to resist the Crusaders, achieving repeated victories there. In September 1171, following the death of the Fatimid caliph, Saladin staged a coup, declaring his allegiance instead to the Abbasid caliph of Baghdad and founding the Ayyubid dynasty, proclaiming himself sultan while remaining nominally subordinate to Nur al-Din. Over twenty years of continuous campaigning, Saladin successively brought Syria, Arabia, Mesopotamia, and other regions under his control, until his sphere of influence extended from Tripoli in the west to the Tigris River in the east, and from the Indian Ocean in the south to Armenia in the north. Saladin displayed outstanding leadership and military genius in resisting the Crusades, and is regarded, in Egyptian history, as a national hero.


	The capital of the Latin Empire was Constantinople, and its territory encompassed Thrace, Macedonia, the greater part of southern Greece, northern Asia Minor, and a number of islands. In the border regions that remained unconquered, the Byzantine royal house established three separate smaller kingdoms: the Empire of Nicaea (holding the western region of Asia Minor), the Despotate of Epirus (holding the Epirus region on the eastern shore of the Adriatic), and the Empire of Trebizond (holding part of the southern coast of the Black Sea).


	Marx-Engels Werke, vol. 14, p. 305 (Beijing: People’s Publishing House, 1964 edition).










Chapter 8: The American War of Independence (April 19, 1775 – September 3, 1783)

The American War of Independence was a war of liberation fought by the people of the thirteen North American colonies against British colonial rule, in pursuit of national independence. The war began on April 19, 1775, and ended on September 3, 1783, lasting eight and a half years in all. Britain committed more than 90,000 troops and more than 300 ships; the American side, over the course of the war, put more than 300,000 men into the field and deployed more than 80 ships. The war ended in American victory. The American War of Independence marks the beginning of modern American civilization, and helped set the stage for the Industrial Revolution that swept Europe and America in the 18th century — an important milestone in the history of world capitalist development. Considered purely as a military conflict, it also stands as an outstanding example, in the history of world warfare, of protracted struggle and of victory won by an inferior force over a superior one. For the high- and mid-level commanders of our own armed forces studying the history of world warfare, this is essential reading, and it offers considerable insight into American history, politics, society, culture, and military affairs alike.


I. Background to the War and the Intentions of Both Sides

The North American continent was originally home to the indigenous American Indian peoples, who had lived and multiplied there for countless generations. When European colonists first arrived in North America, the Indian population of the continent numbered roughly 1,000,000, most still living within a matrilineal clan-based society, subsisting chiefly on fishing and hunting, though also practicing some agriculture. In the early 17th century, Britain began sending settlers to North America; the first group of English colonists founded Jamestown, the first permanent English settlement, in present-day Virginia, in 1607, and over the 126 years that followed, culminating in the founding of the last of the thirteen colonies, Georgia, in 1733, British colonists successively established thirteen colonies in North America.

As agriculture, handicraft manufacturing, and manufactory production developed on the North American continent, and as commercial exchange advanced, the South supplied food and raw materials to the North, while the North sold manufactured goods to the South, and economic ties among the various colonies grew ever closer. By the mid-18th century, a complete postal system had been established connecting all thirteen colonies, the colonies had founded their own newspapers, and roads had been built linking one colony to another. Before the outbreak of the War of Independence, a new people, distinct from the British themselves, had already taken shape in North America — the American nation — giving rise, within the boundaries of the British Empire itself, to an incipient North American capitalism existing alongside British capitalism. The desire to break free of dependence on the mother country and to develop capitalism independently was the deepest underlying source of the inevitable conflict and eventual rupture between the North American colonies and their British sovereign.

In response to this growing tendency toward political and economic separatism on the North American continent, the moment the British ministry under Lord Grenville took office, it began issuing a series of laws aimed at tightening political control over the North American colonies and intensifying economic exploitation of them. The successive promulgation of these British regulations and statutes inflicted severe harm on the interests of the people of the North American colonies, across every social class, until they could bear it no longer, and resolved to resist British tyranny by every means available, including armed resistance. By 1774, more than eighty towns and cities across Boston and Massachusetts, as well as Virginia, Connecticut, Rhode Island, and New Hampshire, had successively established “Committees of Correspondence.” On September 5 of that same year, fifty-five delegates elected by twelve of the colonies convened the First Continental Congress in Philadelphia (the colony of Georgia, its governor having obstructed the selection of delegates, sent none) to discuss a coordinated response to British policy. Local “Committees of Correspondence” everywhere expressed their support for, and willingness to be guided by, the Continental Congress. The Congress resolved to sever all trade — imports, exports, and consumption alike — with Britain. As delegate Patrick Henry declared: “We are no longer Virginians, Pennsylvanians, New Yorkers, and New Englanders, but Americans.” This First Continental Congress marked an important step in the formation of a revolutionary independence government for the North American colonies, and played a crucial role in mobilizing and coordinating the people of all thirteen colonies in their common struggle against British rule.

Following the Continental Congress, the revolutionary situation grew steadily more mature. As the American historian Charles Beard put it: “The tension between the mother country and the colonies had, by this point, reached a dangerous level, such that the slightest spark of excessive action could set the continent ablaze with war.” Between the North American colonies and their mother country, there now remained no option but war.

Britain’s Strategic Intentions: Use the navy to control the eastern coast of North America and seize command of the sea. On land, British forces would advance separately toward Canada and New York, using these as bases from which to converge from north and south, securing the line of the Champlain and Hudson valleys and thereby linking British forces in North America together, isolating New England — the region most stubbornly committed to resisting Britain — and cutting off its supplies and manpower, before defeating the other colonies one by one.

America’s Strategic Intentions: Faced with Britain’s strategy of a swift decisive campaign and its naval and land superiority, George Washington, entrusted with command of the Continental Army, together with his generals, including Nathanael Greene, resolved on a strategy of avoiding direct confrontation and wearing the enemy down through protracted struggle, making full use of the profound reserves of strength that a people’s war could draw upon, so as to engage the British in a long war of attrition. At the same time, by calling upon the other colonies to join the struggle and working to secure friendly alliances with the powers of Europe, America worked to isolate Britain internationally, thereby thwarting British ambitions of reasserting control over the North American colonies.

British Force Deployment: Britain was, at the time, the foremost power in the world, its home population numbering some 7,500,000. Having already passed through its own bourgeois revolution, and now advancing toward industrial revolution, it stood at the height of its national power, rising rapidly. Militarily, it possessed a well-trained, superbly equipped, and highly experienced army — dubbed the “ever-victorious army of Europe” — together with a navy unmatched anywhere on the seas. Over several centuries of contest for supremacy, Britain had successively defeated Spain, the Netherlands, France, and other formidable rivals, seizing maritime supremacy and building a vast colonial empire that spanned the globe. In particular, during the Seven Years’ War, Britain had seized Canada from France in North America, and had driven French influence out of the South Asian subcontinent in Asia as well, greatly expanding the reach of British power. Before the outbreak of the War of Independence, Britain maintained a garrison of roughly 8,000 troops in North America; once war broke out, it steadily reinforced this garrison, and over the eight years of the war committed a combined total of roughly 90,000 men to the North American campaign, of whom 30,000 were mercenaries supplied by the German principalities of Brunswick and Hesse-Kassel. Beyond this, a further 30,000 to 50,000 Loyalists and a small number of American Indian allies fought alongside the British forces as well.

American Force Deployment: Before the war, the population of the North American colonies numbered only 3,000,000, of whom 500,000 were Black — 90 percent of them enslaved. Before the war, the North American colonies possessed neither a regular army nor any navy to speak of. When fighting first broke out, North America’s only military forces consisted of scattered local militias. On June 15, 1775, the Second Continental Congress passed a resolution to organize a regular army. Under this resolution, on the principle of voluntary enlistment, a Continental Army was formed, composed of divisions, brigades, regiments, battalions, and artillery and cavalry detachments. The full authorized strength of this army amounted to 88 battalions, roughly 60,000 men in total, though in practice, over the course of the war, its actual strength never exceeded 19,000 men. George Washington, a former British Army officer and a Virginia planter, was appointed commander-in-chief of the Continental Army. Artemas Ward, Charles Lee, and Israel Putnam were respectively appointed to command the three newly formed divisions. In September 1775, Washington had at one point planned to establish a new army of 26 infantry regiments, one company of rangers, and one artillery regiment, totaling 20,372 men, to be raised through the Continental Congress — but various difficulties meant this plan was never fully realized. On October 13, 1775, the Continental Congress formally resolved to establish a navy, consisting of two distinct components: first, the navies of the individual colonies themselves. With the exception of Delaware and New Jersey, the other eleven colonies each established their own coastal defense navy, equipped with single-deck sailing ships and armed small craft; second, a navy under the direct authority of the Continental Congress itself. In December 1775, the Continental Congress resolved to build thirteen fast warships, but only seven were ever actually launched, and the remaining six, still unfinished, were scuttled to prevent their falling into enemy hands. The first commander-in-chief of the Continental Navy, Esek Hopkins, in 1776 commanded a fleet of only eight ships, large and small, most of them converted merchant vessels. Over the eight years of the war, only sixty ships of various types ever saw service in the Continental Navy in total.



II. The Course of the War

From April 19, 1775, when the first shots of the War of Independence were fired, to September 3, 1783, when Britain and America signed the Treaty of Paris at Versailles, bringing the war to a formal close, the eight and a half years of the American War of Independence may be divided into three distinct phases.

(1) The Phase of Strategic Defense (April 1775 – October 1777)

On April 18, 1775, Thomas Gage, the British military governor of Massachusetts, acting on intelligence reports, dispatched 800 British troops stationed at Boston to Concord, to destroy a secret cache of militia weapons stored there, and to attempt to arrest Samuel Adams and John Hancock, leaders of the “Committee of Correspondence.” Word of this expedition reached intelligence agents of the “Committee of Correspondence,” who at once dispatched the silversmith Paul Revere and the workman William Dawes to ride through the night to alert the local patriots, and the militia known as the “Minutemen” mobilized at once. The following morning, as the British forces advanced through Lexington and Concord, they came under attack from the militia company commanded by Captain John Parker, who had already deployed there in readiness, together with thousands of militiamen who converged from every direction. The British suffered 273 casualties; American militia losses, killed and missing, totaled 93. The fighting at Lexington and Concord marked the opening of the American War of Independence.

Once the fighting at Lexington broke out, war quickly spread throughout the colonies. Although, in the early stages of the war, the colonial militias undertook a number of offensive operations of considerable scale, including the siege of Boston and the expedition into Canada, because North American colonial strength was decidedly inferior to that of Britain, strategic initiative remained, on the whole, firmly in British hands. Britain adopted an offensive strategy along exterior lines, seeking to swiftly suppress colonial resistance. The various offensive operations the North American colonies undertook could not, in the end, change the fundamentally defensive character of their strategic position along interior lines. During this phase, the principal theater of war lay in the northern region, and the main operations were the Siege of Boston, the Canadian campaign, the Battle of New York, the Battles of Trenton and Princeton, and the Saratoga campaign.

1. The Siege of Boston. To meet the growing demands of the intensifying revolutionary struggle, on June 15, 1775, the Continental Congress recognized the militia forces then besieging Boston as the Continental Army, and authorized the recruitment of six additional infantry companies, placing George Washington in overall command of this force. On July 3, Washington took up his post at Cambridge, near Boston, and continued to organize and direct the siege of the British garrison there. After more than eight months of siege, on March 4, 1776, the Continental Army seized Dorchester Heights, south of the city, which commanded a clear view over Boston, and had the heavy artillery captured at Fort Ticonderoga hauled up and positioned there, thereby gaining complete control over the British position. On March 17, the British were forced to abandon Boston, withdrawing to Halifax, Nova Scotia, in Canada, to regroup and await further supplies. The Continental Army captured 250 British artillery pieces, several thousand muskets, and a considerable quantity of other military supplies besides.

2. The Canadian Campaign. To prevent the British from using Canada as a strategic base, and hoping to expand the anti-British front across North America by turning Canada into a “fourteenth rebellious colony,” the Continental Congress resolved to send Philip Schuyler (later replaced by Richard Montgomery) and Benedict Arnold to lead a two-pronged expedition into Canada, one from the west, one from the east. In August 1775, the western column, more than 1,000 strong under Philip Schuyler, advanced north from Fort Ticonderoga, besieging St. Jean along the Richelieu River. On November 2, Montgomery, having replaced the now-ill Schuyler in command, took over the operation and captured St. Jean, where the 600-strong British garrison surrendered. Pressing his advantage, Montgomery advanced on Montreal, capturing this important Canadian city on November 13. The eastern column, more than 1,100 volunteers strong, set out from Cambridge on September 12, crossing the ice- and snow-covered wilderness of Maine, making straight for Quebec. On November 8, the expedition reached the shore of the St. Lawrence River opposite Quebec, its numbers by this point reduced to barely 600. On December 3, Montgomery arrived with 300 additional men to join forces with Arnold, taking overall command of the combined force. The expedition attempted to storm Quebec amid a raging blizzard, but was utterly crushed by the 1,800-strong garrison under the British governor of Canada, Guy Carleton. Montgomery was killed, Arnold was wounded, and of the 900 men who took part in the assault, 400 were lost (100 killed, 300 taken prisoner). Although this expedition ultimately ended in failure, it did, to a certain degree, tie down British forces, forcing Britain to commit half of its total strength to the defense of Canada, thereby easing the pressure facing the Continental Army elsewhere.

3. The Battle of New York. In late June 1776, the British commander William Howe, having received substantial reinforcements and with the support of his brother, Admiral Richard Howe’s powerful fleet, landed 32,000 men (including 9,000 foreign mercenaries) on Staten Island, along the North American coast. On July 4, the British North American colonies formally declared their independence from Britain. The Continental Congress charged Washington with the defense of New York. On receiving these orders, Washington organized a defensive force of 13,000 men, deploying half of them, under the command of Israel Putnam, to Brooklyn Heights on Long Island, to defend against a direct British frontal assault, while positioning the remaining forces to hold Manhattan. On August 27, William Howe led 20,000 men on a wide flanking maneuver around Putnam’s left flank, launching an attack on Brooklyn Heights. The American forces lost 200 killed and nearly 1,000 taken prisoner; British losses totaled roughly 400. On August 29, Washington withdrew from Long Island, and the British made no effective attempt to pursue him. On December 8, Washington, leading the roughly 3,000 men who remained under his command, crossed the Delaware River into Pennsylvania. New York was thus lost, and would remain under British control for the remainder of the war. The fall of New York marked the beginning of the most difficult period of the entire American War of Independence.

4. The Battles of Trenton and Princeton. In the course of his withdrawal into New Jersey, Washington perceived, with characteristic sharpness, that the British forces scattered across New Jersey had holed up for the winter in scattered, isolated garrisons, far from their main body — presenting him with an excellent opportunity to strike a decisive blow. On the night of December 25, 1776, amid a raging blizzard on Christmas night, Washington, with the assistance of fishermen from McKonkey’s Ferry, led 2,400 men across the Delaware River, fifteen kilometers north of Trenton. The following morning, Washington divided his forces into two columns, north and south, and struck directly at the Hessian mercenary garrison at Trenton, whose defenders were caught entirely by surprise, either killed or captured in their sleep. Washington’s surprise attack achieved a resounding victory. Of the roughly 1,400 mercenary troops garrisoned there, nearly 1,000 were taken prisoner, including thirty officers as well as their commanding officer, Colonel Johann Rall, who was killed in the fighting. In direct response to this complete loss of the Trenton garrison, Lord Cornwallis at once led 8,000 British troops south toward Princeton, seeking to engage Washington’s forces. On January 2, 1777, Cornwallis, with more than 5,000 men, reached Trenton and confronted the American army there; a further 2,500-odd British troops remained in reserve at Princeton, eighteen kilometers away, awaiting orders to engage. Faced with this substantial concentration of British strength, Washington, under cover of darkness, slipped away along an abandoned road behind Cornwallis’s own position, and, the following morning, suddenly appeared before the “redcoats” at Princeton, launching a fierce and unexpected assault that caught the British utterly off guard. Washington won a second decisive victory, capturing a large quantity of military supplies, thereby not only relieving pressure on Philadelphia but also forcing the British to abandon every position they held across central and western New Jersey. Frederick the Great of Prussia would later describe this campaign as the most brilliant military operation in the entire history of warfare.

5. The Saratoga Campaign. On September 26, 1777, relying on their naval superiority, the British launched an offensive by sea, capturing Philadelphia, then the seat of the Continental Congress and the largest city in America at the time. George Germain, the British Colonial Secretary responsible for American affairs, resolved to recapture the Champlain and Hudson valleys, implementing a plan to isolate New England by flanking it from either side. He accordingly ordered the British general John Burgoyne to attack the American position at Freeman’s Farm, southwest of Saratoga. Burgoyne swiftly assembled 12,000 men and launched an assault on the American position, but this offensive was closely monitored by American militia who had been tracking British movements, and they were ready and waiting. As the British “redcoats” emerged from the woods and advanced in orderly formation across the open ground of Freeman’s Farm, gunfire suddenly erupted from every direction — it seemed as if every tree around them was firing at them. Daniel Morgan’s forces, waiting in ambush, poured merciless fire into the exposed British ranks. The British suffered some 600 casualties. On October 7, Burgoyne, desperately seeking a way out of his increasingly dire situation, launched an all-out assault on Bemis Heights, the American position commanding the Hudson River, defended by the American general Horatio Gates. But once again, the British forces found themselves walking straight into a trap laid by Daniel Morgan and the Continental Army. Benedict Arnold, acting without orders, took the initiative and drove the British back across the river; British losses totaled roughly 600, American losses roughly 150. Having suffered two failed offensives, Burgoyne was forced to retreat to Saratoga, closely pursued by the Continental Army and militia forces, who, outnumbering the British three to one, surrounded Burgoyne’s army completely. On October 17, with his ammunition and supplies exhausted and no way out, Burgoyne was forced to surrender, along with the 5,700 British troops remaining under his command. The great victory at Saratoga marked an important turning point in the American Revolutionary War, signaling the complete collapse of British strategic plans, and improving the international standing of the fledgling American republic. From this point on, the American War of Independence shifted from a phase of strategic defense to one of strategic stalemate.

(2) The Phase of Strategic Stalemate (October 1777 – March 1781)

During this phase, the two sides were, on the whole, roughly evenly matched strategically, and the war settled into a protracted standoff. The center of gravity of the war shifted southward. Both sides relied chiefly on small-scale operations, each seeking to tilt the overall balance of the war in its own favor. The principal engagements of this period were as follows:

1. The Battle of Monmouth. As a prelude to Britain’s southern strategic plan, Henry Clinton, who had replaced Howe in command, abandoned Philadelphia on June 18, 1778, withdrawing 13,000 men overland toward New York. Washington immediately dispatched Charles Lee to attack Clinton’s rearguard. Because Lee’s command proved ineffective, his forces broke off the engagement after only brief fighting. Washington personally took command, rallied his forces, and, braving intense summer heat, drove back repeated British counterattacks. Both sides fought according to European conventions, exchanging volley fire and engaging in hand-to-hand combat with bayonets. In the fighting, the Continental Army displayed a genuinely respectable level of combat proficiency, consistently holding the initiative. That evening, both sides camped on the battlefield. Washington resolved to renew the attack at dawn, but Clinton slipped away under cover of darkness during the night. Each side lost roughly 350 men in this engagement. This battle marked the last major engagement fought in the northern theater; for the following three years, British forces remained confined largely to New York, while Washington established a crescent-shaped defensive line along the high ground of the Hudson valley, from which he kept close watch on British movements.

2. The Battle of Savannah. In the autumn of 1778, Clinton dispatched Lieutenant Colonel Archibald Campbell with 3,500 troops from New York by sea toward the southern colonies. By December, this force launched an amphibious assault on Savannah, Georgia. The roughly 1,000 American militia under Robert Howe’s command collapsed and fled. The British seized the city, securing an important foothold in the South.

To eliminate this British stronghold, in September 1779 the French admiral Charles Hector, Comte d’Estaing, together with the American general Benjamin Lincoln, led a combined Franco-American force to besiege Savannah. The roughly 3,500-strong British garrison, under the command of Augustine Prevost, held firm against the siege. The combined Franco-American forces launched repeated assaults but were unable to take the city, suffering more than 800 casualties, while British casualties totaled 150 — making this the most intense engagement since the Battle of Bunker Hill. The failure at Savannah dealt a serious blow to the cause of American independence.

3. The Battle of Cowpens. In December 1780, Nathanael Greene was placed in command of the Southern American army, replacing Horatio Gates. Greene divided his force of fewer than 3,000 men into two: roughly 1,000 men, under Daniel Morgan, were sent west, while Greene himself led the remainder toward Cheraw Hill in South Carolina. Rather than concentrating his own forces to confront either American column directly, the British commander Cornwallis likewise split his forces into two columns: one, under Banastre Tarleton, was sent to pursue Morgan closely, while Cornwallis himself, with the main body, followed close behind Tarleton; the other column, under Alexander Leslie, was assigned to hold Greene’s forces at Cheraw in check. On January 17, 1781, Morgan lured the enemy to Cowpens, where the American forces quickly deployed and, catching the pursuing Tarleton off guard, executed a double envelopment of both his flanks, decisively crushing the British force. Of the British, 830 were taken prisoner and 110 killed; American losses amounted to 61 wounded and 12 killed. This engagement came to be known in America as the “Cannae of the American Revolution,” and stands as one of the most brilliantly executed tactical actions ever fought on American soil.

4. The Battle of Guilford Courthouse. Following the Battle of Cowpens, Greene and Morgan joined forces, and, retreating by way of North Carolina, crossed the Dan River into Virginia. Cornwallis, with 1,900 British troops, abandoned his own baggage train and pursued them relentlessly. When the pursuit reached the Dan River, which proved impossible to ford, Cornwallis was forced to make a detour to Hillsborough to rest and resupply his troops. Greene, seizing this opportunity, re-crossed the Dan, and, on March 15, 1781, engaged the British forces in fierce combat at Guilford Courthouse. Although the British ultimately gained a tactical victory, they paid a heavy price for it: 93 killed and 439 wounded, while American losses amounted to 73 killed and 183 wounded. To avoid still heavier losses, Greene withdrew his forces from the battlefield in good order. The Battle of Guilford Courthouse proved a crucial turning point for both sides. Having suffered such heavy losses, Cornwallis recognized that he no longer had the strength to hold Georgia and the Carolinas, and was forced to withdraw the remnants of his forces north into Virginia. Greene, for his part, then turned his own forces southward, and, working closely with the guerrilla forces of Francis Marion, Thomas Sumter, and Andrew Pickens, systematically eliminated one British stronghold after another, successfully recovering the whole of the southern colonies with the exception of Savannah and Charleston.

5. Naval Operations. Centered on the struggle between blockade and counter-blockade, and between the protection and disruption of maritime supply lines, Britain and America fought a fierce contest at sea as well. The Continental Navy, only recently established when the war began, was weak, and achieved little of real note in the naval fighting of the war. On February 17, 1776, Esek Hopkins led a hastily assembled squadron of six small ships in an attack on the new British fortifications on the Bahamas, covering the landing of more than a hundred marines — the first amphibious operation in American history. On September 23, 1779, John Paul Jones, commanding a converted merchant ship fitted with forty-two guns, the Bonhomme Richard, defeated the British forty-four-gun frigate Serapis off Flamborough Head — the largest naval battle the American navy fought during the entire War of Independence, and one of the most celebrated single-ship actions in naval history. The force that truly made a decisive difference for America at sea, however, was the privateer fleet, whose raids on British maritime shipping proved enormously effective. These privateer vessels — fast, small, and highly maneuverable — struck without warning and vanished just as quickly, leaving the British navy virtually defenseless against them. According to available statistics, from March 23, 1776, when the Continental Congress first authorized privateering, throughout the remainder of the war, more than 800 American privateer vessels operated in the waters between the Caribbean and the English Channel, successfully employing “hit-and-run” tactics to capture more than 600 British ships, including sixteen naval vessels. By the war’s end, the various American states together possessed more than 2,000 privateer vessels, inflicting losses on Britain exceeding $65,000,000. Formal naval combat in North American waters, meanwhile, was fought chiefly between Britain and France. On July 6, 1779, the French fleet, under the command of Admiral d’Estaing, engaged twenty-one British warships with twenty-five of its own, inflicting heavy damage on four British vessels. In April 1781, the French admiral François Joseph Paul, Comte de Grasse, leading twenty-four warships, fought a major naval engagement against eighteen British warships near Martinique, damaging three British ships.

(3) The Phase of Strategic Counteroffensive (April 1781 – September 1783)

Throughout the three and a half years of strategic stalemate, the Continental Army and American militia forces relied chiefly on guerrilla warfare and mobile operations, wearing the enemy down across the vast southern theater, steadily gaining the strategic initiative. By April 1781, Cornwallis’s withdrawal into Virginia and Greene’s own southward advance marked a fundamental shift in the overall strategic balance. The moment had now arrived for America to shift from strategic stalemate to strategic counteroffensive, and to drive the British entirely off the North American continent.

In August 1781, Cornwallis, with more than 7,000 British troops, withdrew to hold Yorktown, at the tip of the Virginia peninsula, attempting to maintain contact by sea with Clinton’s forces in New York. As early as late April, Washington had already dispatched Lafayette, who had traveled from New York, to pin down British forces in Virginia, and had ordered “Mad Anthony” Wayne, who had been directed from Pennsylvania to coordinate operations with Lafayette in Virginia, to advance immediately to the vicinity of Williamsburg, Virginia, to keep close watch on the British.

At this point, British forces across the entire North American theater had, in effect, become concentrated at just two points, New York and Yorktown. These two positions, cut off from one another, with their backs to the sea, were highly vulnerable to being isolated and destroyed piecemeal. The American side, meanwhile, not only had Washington’s own Continental Army at its disposal, but also had a well-trained French force of 5,000 men, under the Comte de Rochambeau, which had already arrived from Newport to join forces with Washington. In addition, a French fleet of 3,000 men under the Comte de Grasse was approaching from the West Indies. Washington recognized that the decisive moment had now arrived: should the French fleet succeed in gaining command of the sea and cutting the maritime link between New York and Yorktown, either British position could be dealt a fatal blow. Learning that de Grasse’s French fleet was sailing directly toward the Chesapeake Bay, Washington resolved to strike first at the British forces at Yorktown. On August 21, 1781, Washington left William Heath with 2,000 men to pin down Clinton’s 17,000 troops in New York, while he himself personally led a combined Franco-American force on a secret rapid march south into Virginia. On August 30, de Grasse’s French fleet reached the waters off Yorktown, reinforcing Lafayette’s land forces there. On September 5, a British fleet under Thomas Graves, sailing from New York, encountered the French fleet off the Chesapeake Capes; the French, with twenty-four warships deployed in line of battle, engaged the British fleet, which, outmatched both in firepower and tactics, was forced to withdraw to New York, thereby ceding command of the sea entirely to the French fleet. Between September 14 and 26, Washington and Rochambeau’s combined Franco-American land forces landed at Williamsburg. On September 28, a combined force of roughly 17,000 French and American troops (roughly 9,500 American, 7,800 French) completed the encirclement of Yorktown from both land and sea. The combined Franco-American forces then brought their considerable superiority in artillery to bear, employing the “Vauban method” of siege warfare then common in Europe, combining parallel trenches with concentrated bombardment to press steadily closer to the main British positions, gradually tightening the ring of encirclement. Cornwallis, the British commander, was forced to withdraw his forces to inner fortifications to hold out and await relief, while the allied forces, pressing their advantage, brought Cornwallis’s entire position within the effective range of their siege artillery. Under the relentless bombardment of the allied guns, the British position gradually crumbled. On October 16, the British attempted a breakout, but were quickly repulsed. Cornwallis then made one final, desperate attempt, trying to ferry his forces across the York River under cover of a map that turned out to be inaccurate, but the operation was thwarted by a sudden storm. With no route of escape by land, and no way out by sea, Cornwallis found himself in a position of total and complete hopelessness. On October 17, Cornwallis requested terms for surrender; on October 19, more than 8,000 “redcoats” marched out of Yorktown and laid down their arms. As the immaculately turned-out British troops marched past the ragged American soldiers, the British military band struck up the famous tune “The World Turned Upside Down.” Victory at the siege of Yorktown left Britain holding only a single remaining position on the North American continent — New York — and, with command of the sea now firmly in French hands and New York itself left isolated and cut off from support, Britain was no longer able to continue the war.

On September 3, 1783, Britain and the United States signed the Treaty of Paris, under which Britain formally recognized American independence, and further agreed that the United States would possess the vast tract of land stretching from the Appalachian Mountains in the east to the Mississippi River in the west. With this, the territory of the United States now extended, in the north, to the borders of Canada and the Great Lakes; in the south, to Florida; in the east, to the Atlantic Ocean; and in the west, to the eastern bank of the Mississippi — territory fully double what the country had held at the moment it first declared independence. With this, the eight-year War of Independence in North America came to an end, in complete British defeat and the total independence of the thirteen North American colonies. As George Washington himself observed, with remarkable foresight: “Our fate is bound up with the fate of millions upon millions of men and women, for generations yet to come.”



III. Commentary

The American War of Independence was the first large-scale bourgeois revolutionary war of national liberation in world history, fought by a colonized people to win their independence. As Marx himself incisively observed: “The American War of Independence sounded the opening note of a new era of bourgeois triumph.” Lenin, too, held this war in the highest regard, describing it as “one of those great, genuinely liberating, genuinely revolutionary wars of which there have been so few, compared with the vast number of wars of conquest.” Over eight and a half years of arduous resistance, the American people, through extraordinary struggle and remarkable courage, ultimately triumphed over Britain — then the foremost colonial power in the world, the empire “on which the sun never set” — writing a brilliant chapter in the history of warfare. The American War of Independence offers us profound insight into the political character of war, its revolutionary and ideological dimensions, the role of popular participation, and the innovative application of strategy and tactics. The assessments and commentary offered by Marx, Engels, Lenin, and other proletarian revolutionary thinkers and military theorists provide us with an authoritative and scientific guide for the study and analysis of this particular battle case.

(1) Bourgeois Democratic Ideals and Revolutionary Conviction Provided the American People with a Powerful Ideological Weapon and Spiritual Pillar, Sustaining Their Struggle to Ultimate Victory

The American War of Independence was not merely an ordinary national liberation struggle in the conventional sense. It was, for the first time in history, a large-scale, practical application of the liberal philosophical ideals of the European Enlightenment, embodying a new, progressive political spirit and set of values, and, for precisely this reason, it won the broad support and allegiance of the American people, kindling tremendous revolutionary fervor among them. On July 4, 1776, America declared its independence. Its Declaration of Independence proclaimed: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed. That whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government.” This declaration marked the first time in human history that the principle of popular sovereignty and the legitimate right of popular revolution were solemnly proclaimed in a formal state document, utterly shattering and repudiating the false doctrine of the divine right of kings, and it became the powerful ideological weapon and revolutionary banner that sustained the American people throughout the War of Independence. It was precisely under this banner that the entire strength of the nation was mobilized, and the people, filled with revolutionary fervor and animated by the sacred goals of independence, liberty, and equality, fought with extraordinary courage and resolve. The progressive bourgeois political spirit embodied in the American War of Independence exerted a profound influence not only on Europe but on the entire world: it startled Europe into new awareness, helped spark the French bourgeois revolution, and provided a successful model for the struggle for independence among the Spanish colonies of Latin America, giving a powerful impetus to the great wave of Latin American national liberation that would follow. For precisely this reason, Marx praised the American War of Independence as having opened a new path for the bourgeoisie, and as having helped propel forward the great flourishing of the Industrial Revolution across 18th-century Europe.

(2) A Genuinely Popular People’s War Was the Decisive Factor Behind America’s Ultimate Victory

In this struggle for independence and freedom, the people of the North American colonies displayed extraordinary dedication and a readiness for self-sacrifice. Under conditions of extreme financial hardship, the people tightened their belts and bore the burden of 70 percent of the entire cost of the war themselves. When British colonial forces advanced, the people spontaneously took up arms — muskets and sabers alike — supplying their own provisions and fighting wherever they stood, so that every man fought and every village resisted; hundreds of armed privateer vessels roamed the waters of the Atlantic, and the “Minutemen” militia organizations spread across cities and villages large and small, actively cooperating with the Continental Army in striking the enemy, until the British found themselves engulfed in a veritable ocean of popular resistance. At Saratoga, Burgoyne, the British commanding general, lamented: “No matter where the royal army goes, within twenty-four hours the Americans manage to assemble three or four thousand militia.” Wherever British forces went, local people and militia alike organized themselves to implement a scorched-earth policy, cutting roads, destroying bridges, laying obstacles, and harassing and encircling the enemy, delaying their advance and wearing down their strength. According to available statistics, over the course of the War of Independence, some 300,000 people, at one time or another, took up arms and fought — a full tenth of the entire American population. During the war, at least 25,000 people gave their lives for the cause of independence — nearly 1 percent of the entire American population. With the sole exception of the American Civil War, in which deaths amounted to nearly 1.6 percent of the total population, no other war in American history has ever exacted so high a toll relative to population.

Women, too, played an enormous role in this war. Not only did they shoulder the burden of production and logistical support on the home front, but many took to the battlefield themselves and fought directly, achieving real distinction in combat. Deborah Sampson of Massachusetts stands as an outstanding representative of the women revolutionaries of this era; disguising herself as a man, she served in the 4th Massachusetts Regiment for as long as seventeen months. When Washington’s army, withdrawing into Pennsylvania, found itself in extreme difficulty, the women of Philadelphia raised nearly £300,000 to provide winter clothing for the Continental Army, greatly bolstering the soldiers’ morale.

Black Americans, too, made a historic contribution to the cause of independence. In 1778, according to official estimates, every regiment under Washington’s command included, on average, fifty-four Black soldiers; between 1778 and 1780, Rhode Island, Connecticut, and New York each formed regiments composed entirely of Black soldiers; and in 1779, the Continental Congress authorized the recruitment of 3,000 Black soldiers into the army. Throughout the entire course of the war, large numbers of Black soldiers took part in every major engagement, fighting with great courage and distinguishing themselves repeatedly in battle, making an important contribution to the cause of American independence.

(3) The Contradiction Between Britain’s Unjust Strategic Objectives and Its Inadequate Strength to Achieve Them Was the Underlying Root Cause of Its Eventual Defeat

Having triumphed over France in the struggle for maritime supremacy, Britain had colonies spread across the entire globe. To maintain and defend this vast overseas empire, Britain found itself forced to disperse its military strength across every corner of the world, and its overall military capacity was, correspondingly, somewhat weakened as a result. When the North American colonies issued their declaration of war for independence, British military strength began to shift toward North America, drawing away from the broader contest for supremacy against other rival capitalist powers — and this, in turn, allowed forces that had long been suppressed by Britain’s overwhelming power to erupt into open resistance at last.

Following the great American victory at Saratoga in October 1777, the war settled into a period of strategic stalemate between the two sides. Britain’s old rivals — France, Spain, the Netherlands, and others — recognizing the shifting trajectory of the war, quickly abandoned their earlier hesitant stance. On February 6, 1778, France and America signed a military alliance treaty, and France formally recognized American independence; on June 17, France and Britain formally declared war on one another. Spain, hoping to recover Gibraltar, Menorca, and the North American colony of Florida, likewise declared war on Britain on June 21, 1779. In 1780, Russia joined with Prussia, the Netherlands, Denmark, Sweden, and other states to form a “League of Armed Neutrality,” breaking Britain’s naval blockade of America. That December, the Netherlands, too, joined the war against Britain, on the side of France. From this point on, the American War of Independence expanded into a broader international war against Britain, spanning three continents — Europe, Asia, and America alike — and the fundamentally unjust nature of Britain’s own war effort left it in a position of unprecedented isolation on the world stage. Beyond this, in 1779 France concentrated substantial forces in Normandy and Brittany, preparing to launch an assault on British home territory, while a combined Franco-Spanish fleet imposed a blockade on the English Channel lasting two full months. Although this planned invasion of Britain was, in the end, thwarted by storms and disease, it nevertheless imposed enormous strategic pressure on Britain, making it extremely difficult for Britain to commit substantial further forces to the North American theater.

Within Britain itself, the fundamentally unjust nature of the war, combined with years of continuous fighting, ever-rising taxation, and mounting national debt, fueled growing war-weariness and antiwar sentiment among the British populace. People came to call this the “King’s War,” and the government and Parliament came to be derided as “wicked patriots”; the levying of troops and war taxes frequently met with popular resistance and opposition. This antiwar sentiment among Britain’s own upper classes intensified still further once France entered the war. Not only were they deeply pained at the loss of the American market, but they were also gripped by anxiety that France might once again pose a challenge to British global supremacy. For this reason, beginning in 1779, public meetings were held across the country, and antiwar petitions were repeatedly submitted. King George III found himself unable to recruit sufficient numbers of British soldiers willing to fight in America, and was forced to rely increasingly on German mercenaries instead. With Britain separated from the North American colonies by a vast ocean, a single round trip could take several months; British ships, sailing across the open sea on a long and exhausting campaign, were, moreover, frequently battered by Atlantic storms along the way.

(4) Extensive International Assistance Was an Important External Factor in America’s Ultimate Victory in the War of Independence

This war was a just struggle for national independence, and, as such, won the sympathy and support of a great many people around the world. At the same time, because the great majority of those who had emigrated to North America over the preceding 120 years came originally from continental Europe, they maintained countless ties of kinship and connection with the peoples of Europe — connections that played an important role in securing substantial international assistance, in terms of manpower, material resources, and financial support, for the American cause.

During the war, in addition to lending America 18,000,000 livres (the French currency of the time), France provided an additional outright grant of 6,000,000 livres. Beyond this, the Netherlands lent America £1,304,000, and Spain lent £174,017, easing the severe financial difficulties America faced. America’s just struggle won the broad sympathy and support of progressive people across Europe, with more than 7,000 Europeans crossing the ocean to volunteer their services in America. Among the most notable of these were: the young French nobleman Lafayette, who served as a major general in the American army, sharing every hardship with his troops in the Valley Forge encampment, and later leading the forces that helped complete the encirclement of Yorktown; the Prussian officer Friedrich Wilhelm von Steuben, who served as a major general and inspector general of the American army, and who trained the Continental Army into a genuinely disciplined and effective fighting force; Casimir Pulaski of Poland, who served as a brigadier general and commander of American cavalry, and who was mortally wounded leading a bold cavalry charge at the Battle of Savannah in 1779; the Polish military engineer Tadeusz Kościuszko, who oversaw the construction of fortifications at Saratoga, making a decisive contribution to the American victory there, and who distinguished himself repeatedly in battle throughout the war; and Saint-Just, a celebrated representative of French utopian socialism, among others.

The people of other British colonies, too, provided considerable support to the American struggle for independence. Not only did they actively resist local British colonial rule, attacking British ships and disrupting Britain’s own wartime economy and thereby tying down British military strength, but they also repeatedly helped break Britain’s economic blockade of North America, actively engaging in maritime trade with America and supplying the American forces, in a timely fashion, with badly needed military supplies — a substantial contribution to America’s ability to sustain its long war of resistance.

(5) Transformations in the Military Sphere Brought about Profound Changes in American Strategic Direction and Tactical Methods

In terms of strategic direction, recognizing the vast disparity in strength between Britain and America, Washington correctly adopted a strategy of protracted attrition, combining prolonged defensive operations along interior lines with swift, decisive offensive operations along exterior lines, making full use of the advantages afforded by fighting on home soil. Across the vast expanse of the American theater, he advanced and withdrew boldly as circumstances required, relying chiefly on guerrilla warfare and mobile operations, striking the enemy flexibly and mobilely, continually wearing down British effective strength, and gradually bringing about a fundamental shift in the overall balance of strategic power.

Tactically, in response to Britain’s rigid, outdated linear tactics and volley-fire methods, the American forces adopted open, dispersed formations, making full use of terrain and natural cover, with individual soldiers aiming and firing independently — pioneering the tactics of dispersed skirmishing warfare. The tightly ordered ranks of which the British were so proud often became easy, static targets for American marksmen firing individually aimed shots; and the bright red uniforms the British wore, intended to intimidate their enemies, served only to make them more conspicuous targets. All of this severely constrained Britain’s ability to bring its own combat capability to bear. As Engels himself incisively observed: “In the American War of Independence, the insurgent forces fought against these rigid, inflexible linear formations. Although the insurgents had received no formal training in the parade-ground drill of the era, they were nevertheless able to make excellent use of their rifles in aimed fire; because they fought for their own direct, personal interests, they were far less prone to desert than mercenary troops; and, rather than facing the British in open, linear formation on flat ground, as the British themselves had hoped, they instead struck at the British using small, mobile, dispersed bands operating from cover within the forests.” It is precisely in this sense that the American War of Independence may fairly be said to have opened an entirely new chapter in the history of infantry warfare.

The American War of Independence also produced a number of technical innovations that would go on to influence later generations. In 1776, an American sergeant named Ezra Lee piloted the Turtle, a single-man submersible designed by David Bushnell, a graduate of the mathematics department at Yale University, in an attack on the British flagship Eagle off Staten Island; although this particular attack was unsuccessful, it marked the first-ever use of a submarine in warfare, astonishing the world. Bushnell also demonstrated that explosive charges could be detonated underwater, thereby inventing the naval mine, and, in January 1778, carried out the first-ever mine attack on a British warship.







Chapter 9: The Battle of Austerlitz (December 2, 1805)

The Battle of Austerlitz was fought during the Napoleonic Wars, between the French army and the combined forces of Russia and Austria, on December 2, 1805, near Austerlitz (present-day Slavkov u Brna, in the Czech Republic). Because the emperors of all three nations — France, Russia, and Austria — personally took part in the battle, it is also known as the “Battle of the Three Emperors.” Napoleon, commanding a French army of 73,000 men, achieved a decisive victory over a combined Russo-Austrian force of 86,000. In this battle, Napoleon employed a strategy of concentrating his forces to defeat the enemy in detail, closely combining political, diplomatic, and military means, and skillfully employed such stratagems as concealing his true strength while displaying false weakness — a masterful contest of wits and courage against his adversary, in which an inferior force triumphed over a superior one, embodying Napoleon’s supreme skill in military command and decision-making, and standing as the single most representative masterpiece of his entire military career. As Engels himself observed: “The Battle of Austerlitz was a strategic miracle, and as long as war exists, this battle will never be forgotten.” For the high- and mid-level commanders of our own armed forces, no study of Napoleon can be complete without a thorough understanding of the Battle of Austerlitz.


I. Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

Ever since the Treaty of Amiens of 1802, Britain and France had remained locked in continuous conflict over the West Indies, the Mediterranean, and the Balkans, and relations between Russia and France, too, had been steadily deteriorating. On March 21, 1804, the execution of the Duc d’Enghien, a member of the Bourbon royal family, on charges of treason by the French government, brought long-simmering British and Russian resentment of France to a final breaking point. In April 1805, British Prime Minister William Pitt and Russian Tsar Alexander I signed the Treaty of Saint Petersburg, forming a new coalition against France. Austria, having suffered heavy losses in the War of the Second Coalition, at first adopted a wait-and-see attitude. In March 1805, the French emperor Napoleon Bonaparte provoked further outrage by crowning himself King of Italy, infuriating Francis I, the Austrian emperor. In July 1805, Austria joined the coalition against France, and the Third Coalition took shape.

The coalition’s main thrust of attack was aimed at Bavaria. In late August 1805, the Austrian general Karl Mack and the Russian general Mikhail Kutuzov led substantial Austrian and Russian forces respectively toward Ulm, in Bavaria. Napoleon rapidly redeployed his own forces, surrounding the Austrian army at Ulm, and, before Kutuzov’s relief force could arrive, forced Mack to surrender on October 20. On learning of this disaster, Kutuzov hastily withdrew, and Marshal Joachim Murat led the pursuing French forces to occupy the Austrian capital, Vienna, without a fight. And yet the overall strategic situation remained extremely precarious for France. On the very day after the great victory at Ulm, the British Royal Navy, in the Battle of Trafalgar, defeated the combined French and Spanish fleets, securing British maritime supremacy once and for all. Kutuzov, having broken off the pursuit, joined forces with the relief army under General Friedrich Wilhelm von Buxhoeveden as well as the Russian tsar’s own personal guard, so that his combined strength now exceeded that of the French. The French army, meanwhile, now found itself far from its own rear areas, with its logistical supply lines stretched perilously thin, and at any moment vulnerable to a sudden counterattack. Prussia, which had until now maintained a wait-and-see stance, was provoked into action when French forces of the First Corps forcibly marched through Prussian territory at Ansbach, prompting King Frederick William III to draw closer to Russia, and to undertake an “armed mediation,” demanding that French forces withdraw from Austrian territory by December 15, failing which Prussia would join the coalition against France. Should Prussia enter the war, French forces would find themselves attacked from front and rear alike. Faced with this dire situation, Napoleon made an immediate and decisive resolution: he abandoned his own plan, more than two years in preparation, for a cross-Channel invasion of Britain, and instead redeployed his strategic forces eastward, resolving to reach the Russo-Austrian armies before they could join forces, and to defeat them one at a time, swiftly annihilating the Russo-Austrian coalition army.

The Coalition’s Strategic Plan and Force Deployment: The coalition planned to have Austrian and Russian forces bear the principal responsibility for the main offensive thrust, advancing into German territory and then pushing westward, drawing the fighting onto French home soil; Swedish forces would provide supporting operations along the northern front, tying down French forces there; Britain and Russia would each organize an expeditionary force to land in Italy, threatening France from the south in coordination with the main coalition offensive; and Britain would provide financial support to its allies. In late November, the Russo-Austrian coalition forces halted their retreat and took up defensive positions near Olmütz (Olomouc). The Russian vanguard had lost roughly 12,000 men over the course of their long retreat, but their core fighting strength remained intact and their combat capability remained strong; together with the tsar’s own guard forces, which had arrived from Russia, the Russian force now numbered 53,000. The Austrian force still numbered 33,000, bringing the coalition’s total combined strength to 86,000, with 350 artillery pieces. At this point, Austrian forces engaged in the southern Italian theater were withdrawing to reinforce the main army, and more than 100,000 Prussian troops were advancing toward the Austrian border. Beginning on November 27, the coalition forces, organized into five columns, advanced from their positions near Olmütz, occupying a line running from Sokolnitz, southwest of Austerlitz, to Blažovice in the north. The positions of these five columns, from south to north, were as follows: the First Column, 8,500 men under Dmitry Dokhturov, advanced to the vicinity of Augezd, with part of this force (Kienmayer’s cavalry) positioned at Sokolnitz, forming the coalition’s left wing; the Second Column, more than 11,000 men under Langeron, advanced to the southern side of the Pratzen Heights; the Third Column, more than 13,000 men under Przybyszewski, advanced to the southeast of the Pratzen Heights; the Fourth Column, more than 25,000 men under Kollowrat, advanced to the west of Krzenowitz (east of the Pratzen Heights); the Fifth Column, more than 4,600 men under Liechtenstein, advanced to the north of the Pratzen Heights, forming the coalition’s right wing; Bagration, with more than 1,300 men, positioned to the west of Blažovice, provided cover for the right wing; and Kutuzov’s own headquarters and the general reserve, 8,500 men in all, remained at Krzenowitz. The coalition concentrated its strength chiefly in its center and left wing, intending to envelop the French right flank. On December 1, once the coalition forces reached the town of Austerlitz itself, they deployed along a line to its southwest, swiftly occupying the Pratzen Heights and making full preparations for a general offensive. The coalition’s specific plan of deployment was as follows: Bagration would command the right-wing vanguard in an assault on the Santon hill, pinning down French forces there; Liechtenstein’s Fifth Column would provide flank cover; the coalition’s main axis of attack would be in the south, where the left-wing vanguard, together with the First, Second, Third, and Fourth Columns, under the overall direction of Buxhoeveden, would prepare to assault the villages of Telnitz and Sokolnitz, crushing the French right wing, before wheeling north to complete a general envelopment.

On November 21, 1805, Napoleon led the corps of Murat, Lannes, and Soult into position at Austerlitz. At the time, French forces at Austerlitz numbered only 53,000. At the same time, he ordered the corps of Bernadotte and Davout to hasten forward as reinforcements; once these had arrived, total French strength would reach 73,000, with 250 artillery pieces.

The French Army’s Strategic Plan and Force Deployment: Napoleon’s plan was, first, to lure the enemy into directing their main assault toward the weakest point of the French defensive line — the gap between the Pratzen Heights and the lakes to the south of the battlefield — and then, once the main body of the Russo-Austrian coalition forces had shifted southward, leaving their center dangerously exposed, to concentrate the main body of French forces for a decisive counterattack through the now-weakened center, recapturing the Pratzen Heights, and then pressing the attack southward to annihilate the main body of the Russo-Austrian coalition army. To this end, Napoleon decided to concentrate two-thirds of his total strength along the northern sector of his defensive line, while positioning only a third of his total strength along a southern sector of roughly equal width. The French army’s specific deployment was as follows: on the left wing, Lannes’s Fifth Corps (13,000 men) held the Santon hill to the north, with Murat’s 5,600 cavalry held in reserve behind them for support. Bernadotte’s First Corps would likewise launch its own assault from this same sector. In the south, Telnitz and Sokolnitz were the two villages Napoleon had deliberately left exposed, precisely in order to draw the coalition’s attack there. This sector was held by only a single division, 12,000 men, from Soult’s corps, under the command of General Claude Legrand. Davout’s Third Corps was scheduled to arrive as reinforcement at dawn the following day. The remaining two divisions of Soult’s corps (under Vandamme and Saint-Hilaire) lay concealed in the center of the battlefield, ready to seize the Pratzen Heights the moment the coalition’s main force had been drawn away to the south, thereby cutting the link between the coalition’s two wings. The French army made use of the Goldbach stream and the surrounding marshland, holding its right wing with a comparatively small force to pin down the Russians there, while concentrating its main strength in the center and on the left, deployed in successive echelons.



II. The Course of the Battle

At six o’clock in the morning on December 2, the coalition forces began their advance under cover of dense fog. Fierce fighting first broke out on the southern front, where Kienmayer, leading 5,000 Austrian troops of the left-wing vanguard, launched an assault on the village of Telnitz, but was repulsed by French forces there. At eight o’clock, Dokhturov’s First Column, 14,000 Russian troops strong, arrived and, with their numerical superiority, captured Telnitz. But before the coalition forces could establish a firm foothold in the village, Davout arrived with his reinforcements and launched an immediate counterattack, recapturing Telnitz. The coalition forces then pressed a further counterattack amid the ensuing confusion, once again seizing control of Telnitz.

Not long after the assault on Telnitz began, Langeron’s Second Column (12,000 Russian troops) and Przybyszewski’s Third Column (10,000 Russian troops) likewise joined the assault on the village of Sokolnitz. The fighting at Sokolnitz was extremely fierce; the Russians captured the village first, but before long the defeated French forces there regrouped and launched a counterattack, recapturing Sokolnitz. The Russians then attacked Sokolnitz a second time and recaptured it, but Davout’s division under Friant then arrived and once again drove the Russians out of Sokolnitz. Control of the village continued to change hands repeatedly throughout the fighting, and the coalition forces were never able to fully secure it.

On the northern front, Bagration’s right-wing vanguard, composed of 13,000 Russian troops, together with Liechtenstein’s 4,600 Austrian cavalry positioned on his flank, launched repeated fierce assaults on the Santon hill, held by Lannes. But every attack was repulsed under the coordinated defensive fire of French infantry, cavalry, and artillery, and at half past ten in the morning, Lannes and Murat launched a counterattack that drove the coalition forces entirely off the northern battlefield.

Even as this fierce fighting raged on both the southern and northern fronts, Soult’s divisions under Vandamme and Saint-Hilaire (16,000 men combined) advanced under cover of the dense fog to a position quietly beneath the Pratzen Heights, and lay there in wait, watching for the signal to attack. At half past eight in the morning, Kollowrat’s Fourth Column, 24,000 Russo-Austrian troops strong, began withdrawing from the Pratzen Heights to join the assault on the southern front. By this point, the southern front had already drawn in more than 50,000 of the coalition’s main forces. The central position on the Pratzen Heights had, as a result, become dangerously thin in defenders.

At nine o’clock in the morning, Napoleon gave the order for Soult to attack. It was at precisely this moment that the red morning sun finally broke through the clouds, dispersing the dense fog — the very moment that came to be known, among the French, as “the sun of Austerlitz.” The elite French troops of Vandamme’s and Saint-Hilaire’s divisions, who had waited so long for this moment, beat their drums and, bayonets fixed, charged straight up the Pratzen Heights in a single, decisive thrust. Caught utterly by surprise by this sudden central breakthrough, the coalition’s headquarters on the Pratzen Heights, which only moments before had been filled with a mood of easy confidence, descended into complete chaos. Kollowrat’s own forces had already departed, and Liechtenstein’s forces, too, were engaged elsewhere in the fighting. The French forces easily crushed the weak Russian resistance they encountered, and seized the heights. In doing so, the French had driven a wedge directly between the coalition’s two wings. Langeron’s Second Column attempted a counterattack, but was repulsed by Soult’s forces. By half past eleven, the French had gained complete control of the Pratzen Heights. Napoleon then moved his own headquarters up onto the heights, and ordered Bernadotte to hasten forward from the northern front as reinforcement.

To avoid the fate of being cut entirely in two, Grand Duke Konstantin personally led the Russian Imperial Guard, held in reserve, in a desperate, do-or-die counterattack. Napoleon, in response, committed the Imperial Guard under Bessières to the fighting as well. For a moment, the battle hung in a state of tense deadlock — but while Napoleon still had the full strength of Bernadotte’s First Corps available to him, the coalition forces had, by this point, no reserves left to commit to the fighting. As Bernadotte’s forces continued to pour onto the Pratzen Heights in an unbroken stream, the Russian Imperial Guard could hold out no longer. By two o’clock in the afternoon, the Pratzen Heights lay strewn with the dead, and Napoleon had successfully accomplished his plan of splitting the coalition army in two.

At the same time, Saint-Hilaire’s now-reorganized division split into two columns and advanced south from the Pratzen Heights: one column made for the village of Sokolnitz, joining forces with Davout in a counterattack; the other cut off the coalition forces’ line of retreat along the southern front. The fighting that followed was extraordinarily savage. French forces received orders to take no prisoners — whether the enemy surrendered or not, no one left standing on the field was to be spared. It was only once the fighting had finally come to an end that Napoleon at last permitted himself a moment of compassion. By three o’clock in the afternoon, the defeat of the Russo-Austrian coalition forces was already assured; entire coalition units threw down their weapons, while the surviving remnants of Kollowrat’s forces attempted to flee across the frozen surface of the Satschan ponds to the south. The French turned the artillery they had positioned on the Pratzen Heights against the ice itself; under the roaring impact of French cannon fire, the ice shattered, and thousands of men drowned in the freezing waters beneath. Countless further coalition soldiers, trapped along the lakeshore, had no choice but to wait there and be taken prisoner. Alexander and Francis themselves narrowly escaped capture by the pursuing French forces amid the gathering darkness. Kutuzov was wounded in the fighting, and very nearly captured as well. At half past four in the afternoon, as a light snow began to fall, Napoleon rode across the battlefield to survey the scene. The Battle of Austerlitz had ended in a resounding French victory. In this battle, the coalition suffered roughly 27,000 casualties, of whom some 12,000 were killed and 15,000 taken prisoner — including 270 junior officers, ten field-grade officers, and eight generals — and lost 186 artillery pieces. French casualties totaled roughly 8,500. On December 4, 1805, Francis II met with Napoleon, and the two sides reached a ceasefire agreement. On December 27, Austria and France signed the Treaty of Pressburg. Austria withdrew from the Third Coalition, and Francis II relinquished his title as Holy Roman Emperor. The Russian tsar, too, led the remnants of his defeated forces back north on December 6. The Prussian envoy, who had come prepared to deliver a formal declaration of war against France, instead found himself offering Napoleon his congratulations on this great victory, and concluded a peace agreement with France instead: Prussia abandoned its neutrality and entered into alliance with France; ceded the fortresses of Kleve and Wesel, on the left bank of the Rhine, as well as Neuchâtel, in Switzerland, to France; and, in exchange, France agreed to Prussia’s annexation of Hanover, provided Prussia enforced a blockade against Britain along its own coastline. On December 15, 1805, Frederick William III accepted these terms of peace. On learning of this defeat, British Prime Minister William Pitt was overcome with despair, and, pointing at a map of Europe hanging on his wall, is said to have remarked, with great sorrow: “Roll up that map; it will not be wanted these ten years!” With this, the Third Coalition against France collapsed entirely, and the history of the Holy Roman Empire itself came to its final end.



III. Commentary

The Battle of Austerlitz stands as the single most brilliant and representative engagement of Napoleon’s entire military career. Some commentators have described it as having “opened a new chapter in the history of European warfare.” As the renowned military historian Antoine-Henri Jomini once observed: the great pitched battles of the modern era truly began in 1805. The essential brilliance of Austerlitz lies in the fact that Napoleon correctly judged the political and military situation, employed his forces with masterful flexibility, deliberately drew the enemy in only to strike them decisively, achieved victory through inferior numbers on the strategic level while overwhelming the enemy piecemeal on the tactical level, and thereby brought the art of military decision-making and the art of command to their fullest, most brilliant expression. In studying and analyzing this particular battle case, we must approach it from the height of the overall political and strategic situation, so as to properly grasp questions of strategy and campaign planning, and must study our own strategy and tactics in light of the underlying laws of warfare and the broader strategic landscape. This is a truly outstanding battle case, one well worth the careful study of the high- and mid-level commanders of our own armed forces. Any study of Napoleon must, of necessity, include a thorough study of the Battle of Austerlitz.

(1) Acute Decisiveness, and a Precise Grasp of the Enemy’s Most Vital Point

From the formation of the Third Coalition to the eve of the Battle of Austerlitz, French forces found themselves under constant threat of attack from front and rear alike, facing the very real prospect of a two-front war. To prevent this from happening, Napoleon placed the highest strategic premium on swift, decisive action — striking to annihilate his enemies one by one before they could combine their forces against him. Once the various states of the coalition had concluded their formal alliance, Napoleon recognized that the land theater was the crucial arena, and that Austria and Russia were the two adversaries whose defeat mattered most. He decisively redirected his own military objectives, resolving first to concentrate his forces and annihilate the Austrian army, and only then to turn against the Russian forces. Following his great victory at Ulm, Napoleon recognized that France’s overall strategic situation nevertheless remained precarious. At this very moment, the British fleet had already annihilated the combined French and Spanish fleets at the Battle of Trafalgar, off Cape Trafalgar near Gibraltar, thereby clearing the way for a British expeditionary force to land unopposed in Italy. At the same time, the Russian vanguard had already advanced into Austrian territory and had begun organizing a defense on favorable terrain there, while two further Russo-Austrian relief forces were advancing from eastern Europe and northern Italy respectively. Fortunately, French reinforcements were not far off — a circumstance that gave Napoleon precisely the opportunity he needed to seize the strategic initiative.

Abandoning his own planned invasion of Britain, and concentrating the whole of his strength instead on resolving the land war, Napoleon chose the upper reaches of the Danube as his principal theater of operations, and selected Ulm and Vienna as his primary axis of advance — a strategic choice that took his enemies entirely by surprise, achieving the full effect of strategic surprise, and leading the coalition into a whole series of misjudgments that drew them straight into the trap he had laid for them. In the immediate preparations for battle, in the space of a mere two days, he succeeded in bringing two entire corps, previously stationed far from the theater of operations, up to the front line, thereby concentrating his own strength to the greatest possible degree. As French soldiers themselves remarked after the battle: “Our Emperor has invented a wholly new art of war — one waged not with weapons, but with our own two legs.” Throughout the course of the campaign, not only did Napoleon skillfully apply the principle of concentrating his forces along the main axis of attack, but he also successfully judged the precise moment at which to launch his counterattack. In his essay “Notes on the War in Germany,” Engels offered high praise for the secret of Napoleon’s skillful concentration of force, observing: “Whenever Napoleon found himself forced to fight on two separate theaters at once — as, for instance, in his war against Austria — he would immediately concentrate the greater part of his own strength along the decisive line of operations (in the war against Austria, this was the Strasbourg-Vienna line), while leaving a smaller force on the secondary theater (Italy), because he believed that even if his forces on the secondary front suffered a defeat there, his own victory along the primary line of operations would, in the end, prove a far more reliable check on the enemy’s advance than any direct resistance mounted on the secondary front itself.” Even though the total strength of the French army was, on the whole, inferior to that of the coalition, Napoleon was nevertheless able, at the necessary time and place, to concentrate a decisive local superiority of force, thereby allowing the French army to reverse an unfavorable strategic situation within an extremely short period of time and secure ultimate victory in the war. As Napoleon himself explicitly observed: “The essential quality of a general is decisiveness.” “A general who must see through the eyes of others can never properly direct his army.” “In war, success depends on sharp, discerning judgment, and on seizing the psychological moment in the midst of battle. At Austerlitz, had I launched my attack six hours earlier than I did, I would have been defeated.” “It is will, character, and courage that have made me who I am.” By contrast, an army of lions led by a deer can never hope to become an army of lions in its own right. In this particular battle, although faulty command decisions on the part of the coalition were, without question, the foremost reason for their eventual defeat, it was Napoleon’s own ability to perceive and exploit the coalition’s excessive overconfidence, his patience in waiting for the enemy’s own miscalculations to compound into a truly fatal error, his decisiveness in delivering a truly annihilating blow at precisely the right moment, and his remarkable ability to adapt swiftly and extricate himself from a difficult situation, that proved decisive in securing victory.

(2) Deliberate Feigned Weakness, Drawing the Enemy into a Decisive Battle on His Own Terms

Deception is the essence of warfare. Skillfully manipulating the shifting balance between the real and the illusory, and employing extraordinary and unexpected methods, is an indispensable means of achieving victory over one’s enemy in war. In the conduct of operations, the stronger side will invariably seek every possible means to seek out and annihilate the weaker; the weaker side, meanwhile, will strive to avoid the enemy’s strength, refusing to be drawn into a decisive engagement on the enemy’s own terms, and seeking to extricate itself from a position of passive disadvantage. As the Origins of Ancient Poetry observes: a bird about to take flight lowers its wings first; a beast about to spring crouches low; a predator about to strike retracts its claws; a scholar about to speak chooses his words with simplicity. These familiar phenomena of the natural world vividly reflect the way a battlefield commander employs deception and misdirection to confuse the enemy. To feign an unwillingness to fight when one is, in fact, fully prepared to do so; to feign defeat when one is, in truth, capable of victory — the purpose of both is to deceive the adversary, luring them into a trap of one’s own devising. In the early stages of the Battle of Austerlitz, the combined Russo-Austrian forces numbered close to 90,000, with a substantial Prussian force expected to arrive shortly as further reinforcement. The French army, by contrast, numbered only just over 70,000 — a clear position of disadvantage. In order to find a favorable time and place at which to force a decisive engagement, and to seize the strategic initiative, Napoleon resolved to feign retreat, tempting the enemy into a rash pursuit, and to seek a swift, decisive victory before the arrival of the Prussian reinforcements could tip the balance against him. He ordered his own forces to withdraw, abandoning the sole piece of genuinely favorable terrain on the battlefield — the Pratzen Heights. At the same time, he deliberately allowed rumors to circulate, suggesting that “French morale had collapsed and their will to fight was utterly gone,” and that “French strength was inadequate, and they needed to shorten their own defensive lines.” To further conceal his own true intentions for the coming battle, he even sent an envoy to the tsar to sue for peace. The Russo-Austrian coalition, entirely unaware of the trap being laid for them, took the bait: Alexander himself became convinced that Napoleon’s withdrawal reflected genuine weakness, and personally led the coalition’s main force forward in a general advance along the entire front. As the coalition forces pressed their attack, French forces, in certain sectors, deliberately feigned fear and fell back, luring the enemy into an ever-more-extended pursuit that stretched their own battle line dangerously thin. The French army then seized this opportunity to concentrate its own forces for a decisive central breakthrough, dividing and annihilating the Russo-Austrian coalition forces piece by piece. Napoleon’s clear-eyed perception of his enemy’s intentions, his skillful adaptation of his own methods to meet the enemy’s expectations, his exploitation of favorable circumstances as they arose, his careful catering to what the enemy wanted to believe, and his deliberate strategy of luring the enemy on only to strike decisively when the moment was right — together, these succeeded in thoroughly deceiving his adversary and luring them into a fatal trap, laying the solid foundation for his ultimate victory in this campaign.

(3) Deliberate Deception in Both Deployment and Diplomacy, Creating Confusion and Misperception in the Enemy’s Mind

Misperception refers to an inaccurate perception or understanding of external reality. To create misperception in an adversary’s mind is to provide them with a deliberately incomplete and misleading set of objective stimuli, so as to induce them to think incorrectly, and thereby to arrive at mistaken decisions and faulty dispositions. In order to extricate himself from the disadvantageous position his own numerical inferiority placed him in, and to secure the opportunity to defeat the Russo-Austrian coalition forces confronting him before they could fully concentrate their strength and before Prussian forces could formally join the fighting, Napoleon adopted a strategy of sowing division among his enemies while buying time for himself, thereby leading them into critical errors of judgment.

Through his own intelligence sources, Napoleon learned that opinion within the Russo-Austrian coalition leadership was divided on how to proceed: the majority of commanders, following the lead of Kutuzov, the coalition’s supreme commander, favored temporarily avoiding battle and biding their time; while the tsar himself, together with a portion of the coalition’s own general staff, believed that the French army was already a spent force, and that, with Prussia’s entry into the war now all but certain, the coalition ought to go over to the offensive immediately. Napoleon recognized that, to lure the coalition into battle before Prussia could enter the war and before further reinforcements could arrive, he needed to employ deceptive means to bolster the position of Alexander, the champion of the war party within the coalition leadership, while ensuring that the shrewd, cautious Kutuzov’s own more deliberate counsel went unheeded. To this end, he dispatched his own aide-de-camp, General Savary, to Olmütz to seek an audience with Alexander, requesting a twenty-four-hour truce so that the emperors of France and Russia might meet face to face. Napoleon specifically instructed Savary that, should Alexander prove unwilling to meet with him personally, he should instead propose that Alexander send a plenipotentiary representative to negotiate at French headquarters. On November 29, representatives from the two sides met to negotiate, but achieved nothing of substance. In this way, the French army bought itself a precious extra day; part of its reinforcements were by now drawing close, and would arrive by December 1. To further support this deceptive strategy, the French also sent a number of agents to infiltrate enemy-held territory, spreading rumors that “French supplies were running desperately short, that they lacked adequate winter equipment, and that they might soon withdraw to Vienna.”

Alexander I, entirely ignorant of military affairs and possessing no understanding whatsoever of Napoleon’s own military genius, was, at the same time, extraordinarily vain. In his own mind, commanding so vast an army as he did, and being forced to hide away for a full month in this impoverished, mountainous land, avoiding direct confrontation with Napoleon, amounted to nothing less than a genuine humiliation. He believed that the French army, having marched such great distances and fought so many continuous engagements, was already a spent force, and that, with Prussia’s entry into the war now essentially assured, the coalition needed to seize the opportunity to force a decisive battle with Napoleon without delay. Alexander judged that, short of being left with absolutely no other choice, Napoleon would never lower himself to the point of humbly seeking peace. For this reason, Alexander rejected Napoleon’s request for a personal audience. For the sake of diplomatic courtesy, however, he did send his own aide-de-camp, Prince Dolgorukov, to return the visit, instructing him to engage only in a purely symbolic conversation, reaching no substantive agreement, while at the same time keeping a close watch on activity within the French camp. Through his own investigation, Napoleon learned that Dolgorukov, though a nobleman of extremely high rank, was, in truth, little more than a “callow young pup,” who had nevertheless won the tsar’s favor and confidence through his glib eloquence, and had been elevated to the position of the tsar’s most trusted aide. Dolgorukov, too, favored an immediate attack on the French, despite having no real combat experience whatsoever — a mere armchair strategist, arrogant and self-important, and inclined to look down on others. Napoleon made skillful use of these very characteristics: in receiving this particular envoy, he deliberately affected an air of exhaustion and deep anxiety, and, in the course of their conversation, while never once losing his own imperial bearing of aloof authority, he nevertheless adopted a tone of studied courtesy, appearing, at least on the surface, to be genuinely sincere in his desire for peace. It was only toward the very end of their conversation that he finally, and with evident reluctance, indicated that he could not accept the tsar’s envoy’s demand that he abandon Italy and his other occupied territories — while nevertheless leaving open the possibility of some form of compromise, provided he received certain forms of compensation in return. All of this only deepened the Russian envoy’s overall impression that Napoleon lacked confidence in his own position and was eager to extricate himself from the situation as best he could. Sure enough, when the coalition’s envoy returned to report to the tsar, he declared: “Now is precisely the moment for us to crush the French army — let us launch our attack without delay!”

(4) Skillful Use of Peace Negotiations to Create Favorable Conditions

In the Battle of Austerlitz, whether Prussia could be kept genuinely neutral was a matter of the utmost strategic importance. Napoleon recognized that he needed, above all else, to ensure Prussia found no pretext to break with France, so as to keep Prussia out of the war altogether. On November 14, the special envoy of King Frederick William III of Prussia, Count Christian von Haugwitz, arrived at French headquarters. He bore a dual mission: first, to present to the French an ultimatum-like proposal for “mediation,” demanding that Napoleon first withdraw French forces from Austrian territory before entering into negotiations and signing a peace treaty; and second, should Napoleon refuse to accept this mediation proposal and refuse to withdraw his forces, to formally declare war on France on behalf of the Prussian king. The final deadline for withdrawal was set at December 15. Napoleon did not fully understand, at the time, the precise nature of Haugwitz’s mission. However, French intelligence reports made clear that 100,000 Prussian troops were, at that very moment, advancing toward the Austrian border, and would soon pose a direct threat to the rear security of the French army. Faced with this situation, Napoleon, drawing on his rich experience in politics, diplomacy, and military affairs, judged that the Prussian envoy’s arrival at French headquarters at precisely this moment almost certainly carried demands or conditions unfavorable to France, and that the most pressing task at hand was, therefore, to keep Haugwitz occupied and detained. He must neither allow Haugwitz to immediately present whatever conditions or demands he carried, nor allow him to hastily depart — but rather needed to keep him firmly under his own control, ready to make use of him as circumstances might develop. Napoleon made an immediate and decisive decision, instructing his foreign minister, Talleyrand, to employ flexible diplomatic tactics to keep Haugwitz occupied. Talleyrand received the Prussian envoy with great courtesy and warmth. He explained to Haugwitz that he was, for the time being, unable to accept his formal credentials, since the Emperor himself intended to grant the Prussian envoy a personal audience and to negotiate with him directly. Once he had gained a fairly clear picture of the purpose of Haugwitz’s mission, Napoleon further instructed Talleyrand to invent a pretext, explaining that conditions within the army camp were currently unsuitable and unfavorable for negotiations, and asking that the Count proceed instead to Vienna, where the Emperor would be prepared to negotiate with him at the Austrian imperial palace. In this way, with Talleyrand personally escorting him, Haugwitz was sent off to Vienna — a maneuver that amounted, in effect, to placing him under a form of “soft house arrest” within the Austrian capital, rendering him unable to carry out the diplomatic mission the Prussian king had entrusted to him. In this way, Napoleon successfully removed an outside obstacle that might otherwise have disrupted the progress of the coming war.

The moment the Battle of Austerlitz had concluded, the Austrian emperor immediately approached Napoleon with a request for a ceasefire and an expression of his desire for peace negotiations. Napoleon seized at once upon this extremely favorable diplomatic opportunity, immediately agreeing to a personal meeting with the Austrian emperor, allowing him no opportunity to first consult with Alexander, and insisting that the Austrian emperor come prepared to accept whatever terms Napoleon himself presented before any negotiation could proceed — thereby ensuring, in advance, that whatever peace treaty was eventually signed would be concluded on terms extremely harsh to Austria. Under these circumstances, Francis found himself with no choice but to accept every condition Napoleon proposed, including a formal, public declaration that Russian forces would withdraw from Austrian territory within the timeframe France itself specified. Under the terms of the peace treaty subsequently signed, Austria was forced to cede vast tracts of territory, together with the four million people living upon it, and to pay a war indemnity of 40,000,000 francs. By moving swiftly to conclude this treaty with Austria, Napoleon had, in effect, knocked away the principal supporting pillar of the entire Third Coalition. Through skillful diplomatic maneuvering, he further consolidated the military victory he had already won, thereby securing enormous political and economic benefit for France as well.

(5) A Deep Emphasis on Inspiring the Troops and Boosting Morale

The core of effective military motivation lies in employing a variety of methods to mobilize, to the fullest possible extent, the enthusiasm of officers and soldiers alike for taking part in the war effort, so as to keep morale high throughout the army and ensure the successful completion of every military task. Napoleon placed tremendous emphasis on boosting the morale of his troops. He once observed that there exist, in this world, only two true sources of power: the sword and the spirit. And, in the long run, spirit will always triumph over the sword. The Battle of Austerlitz stands as a vivid embodiment of Napoleon’s own particular art of inspiring and motivating his soldiers.

Before the battle, in order to raise his troops’ morale, Napoleon personally addressed his officers, telling them: “Soldiers, the Russian army you face today is an army you have already defeated once before. The position we hold is extremely strong. The moment the enemy attempts to move around to our right, their own flank will be exposed directly before us. This victory will bring an end to our campaign, allowing us to spend the winter safely and to receive reinforcements from our own homeland. After that, we will be able to secure a lasting peace, worthy of our people — worthy of both you and me.” This stirring, impassioned speech served to instill in his soldiers unshakable confidence in certain victory, and to inspire in them a shared vision of the triumph that lay ahead, greatly boosting morale throughout the army. Throughout the campaign, Napoleon personally visited the front lines to rally his troops, using direct contact with his soldiers to enhance the persuasive power of his own efforts to inspire and mobilize them. At nine o’clock in the evening, Napoleon rode on horseback along the entire length of his army’s encampment, inspecting the troops in the field. As he passed among the ranks, his soldiers gathered around him from every direction, surrounding him entirely. The soldiers bundled together straw from the ground, lit torches, and waved them in the air. Surrounding their commander, they cheered and leapt with excitement, shouting: “Long live Napoleon! Long live the Grand Army! Long live the Emperor!” — their cries echoing through the night. One veteran soldier after another stepped forward, respectfully urging the Emperor not to remain exposed on the front line, not to personally risk himself in the coming battle, but to observe the fighting instead from the safety of a bystander’s position. Napoleon, already aware of the reason, asked why. One of the veteran soldiers replied without hesitation: We wish to capture the enemy’s own banners and artillery, so that we may present them to you tomorrow, in celebration of the anniversary of your own coronation. Napoleon, deeply moved, declared this to be the single most glorious and meaningful night of his entire life. Because of this exchange between Napoleon and the veteran soldier, every man in the army came to know that the coming day marked the first anniversary of Napoleon’s own coronation as Emperor. After the battle, Napoleon once again took care to offer his soldiers timely praise and encouragement. On the second day after the battle, he addressed the entire French army, declaring: “Soldiers, I am entirely satisfied with you. At Austerlitz, you accomplished everything I asked of you, with the utmost courage and resolve. Immortal glory belongs to you, my eagles. Under the personal command of the emperors of Russia and Austria, an army of a hundred thousand men was utterly shattered and scattered to the winds in less than four hours. Those among them who did not perish beneath your swords instead drowned in the lake … Soldiers! Once everything necessary to secure the prosperity of our nation has been accomplished, I will lead you back home to France, where I will do everything within my power to protect your interests. My people will joyfully welcome you home once more.” He also sent his own staff officers to visit the wounded in hospital, and, in his own name, awarded every wounded soldier a commemorative Napoleon coin. Wounded officers, meanwhile, received a monetary gift ranging from 500 to 3,000 francs, according to their rank. Napoleon’s skillful and consistent efforts to motivate his troops ensured that the French army maintained high morale and fighting spirit throughout, allowing it to achieve the fullest possible combat effectiveness — a factor that played an important role in securing ultimate victory in this campaign.







Chapter 10: Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia (June–December 1812)

Napoleon’s invasion of Russia was a massive war of aggression launched by the French emperor Napoleon against Russia. The war began in June 1812 and ended in December of that same year, lasting seven months in all. France and its various satellite states committed more than 600,000 troops and more than 1,370 artillery pieces to the campaign; Russian forces, before the war, numbered only just over 220,000, with 942 artillery pieces. The war ended in Napoleon’s catastrophic defeat: the French army lost the whole of its cavalry and almost the entirety of its artillery, with barely 30,000 survivors remaining. Russia, too, paid an enormous price for this victory — vast tracts of its territory were reduced to wasteland, and casualties across the various battlefields of the war reached into the millions. In the course of this war, at the moment when the nation’s independence and the very survival of the Russian people hung in the balance, the Russian military and people rose together with tremendous unity of purpose, joining as one to wage a resolute struggle against the invading army. Napoleon, blinded by his own arrogance and overeager for swift victory, violated a whole series of fundamental principles of military conduct, and as a result this towering military giant of Europe suffered, for the first time in his career, a defeat of unprecedented severity — one from which he would never fully recover, and which set him irrevocably on the path toward his own eventual downfall. In studying and analyzing this particular battle case, tracing the course by which Napoleon fell from the very height of glory into ultimate decline, and analyzing the successes and failures of his political and military conduct, his strategy and tactics, and his art of command, we can come to a deeper understanding of the underlying laws that govern warfare, and can learn to grasp and apply these laws with greater precision and accuracy.


I. Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

In the first half of the 19th century, the rapid rise of Napoleon’s empire struck tremendous fear into the feudal powers of Europe. Russia’s repeated participation in coalition campaigns against France, and its repeated failures in these efforts, had steadily worsened relations between the two countries, sowing seeds of mutual resentment between them. Napoleon’s towering prestige in Europe, together with his reputation for an unbroken string of victories, had, by this point, left every state on the European continent, Russia included, cowed into a state of submissive silence. Napoleon accordingly began to concentrate his forces against the one adversary who still refused to bow before him — Britain, the most formidable and unyielding of all his remaining opponents. And yet Britain possessed a powerful navy, and every fleet France had attempted to build had, time and again, been utterly destroyed by British naval power — a state of affairs that thoroughly extinguished Napoleon’s own plans for a seaborne invasion of the British Isles.

Napoleon came to recognize that Britain’s formidable naval power rested on the foundation of its robust economy, and that the lifeblood of that economy lay in its maritime trade and economic relations with the European continent. He therefore resolved to strangle Britain economically instead. Drawing on his authority over the whole of the European continent, he issued to all of Europe the historically famous “Continental System” — a blockade demanding that every port city on the European seaboard sever all contact with Britain, and forbidding any form of economic relations with Britain whatsoever.

As Napoleon’s continental blockade policy was enforced with ever-greater rigor, it inflicted severe damage on the economic interests of the various states of continental Europe — but such was Napoleon’s overwhelming might that not a single state dared to openly defy the order and refuse to enforce it. Russia, having implemented the “Continental System,” soon found its own reserves depleted and its currency severely devalued, as the trade imbalance between Russia and France grew ever more pronounced, inflicting serious damage on the Russian economy. Under this pressure, and under mounting pressure from the great landowners and nobility within Russia itself, Tsar Alexander I resolved to abandon enforcement of the “Continental System.” Russia subsequently permitted more than 600 British merchant vessels to unload their cargo at Russian ports on the Mediterranean, from which these goods were then transported overland through Russian territory into Prussia, Austria, Poland, and the whole of continental Europe. In this way, Napoleon’s “Continental System” became, in effect, a policy in name only. This posture on the tsar’s part provoked tremendous anger in Napoleon. As Napoleon himself remarked: “Should Alexander fail to change course promptly, this present course of action will, whether he intends it or not, drive him steadily further and further along this same path, until war ultimately becomes unavoidable.” Napoleon understood perfectly well that a continental blockade without Russian participation was a fundamentally absurd and unworkable proposition, and that, if he genuinely wished to enforce the “Continental System” to its fullest extent, he would need to bring appropriate pressure to bear upon the tsar — including, if necessary, military pressure.

As relations between France and Russia rapidly deteriorated, the overall situation across Europe grew tense once more, and people everywhere sensed that war was drawing near. For the rulers of both countries, the Treaty of Tilsit, signed in 1807, had never been anything more than a temporary truce. At the time, Napoleon had hoped to use the treaty to compel the whole of Europe to enforce his “Continental System,” while also laying the groundwork for the two countries jointly to partition the Ottoman Empire and for France to extend its influence eastward without obstruction. Alexander, for his part, had sought through the treaty only to buy himself a temporary respite, using this time to build up his own military strength in preparation for subduing Finland and expanding into the Balkan peninsula.

By the end of 1811, both France and Russia had come to feel that they had, for the most part, already obtained whatever benefits the Treaty of Tilsit had been capable of providing them. From Napoleon’s own perspective, the domestic economic situation in Britain was growing increasingly dire, and Britain itself appeared to be running out of steam; and although the military situation in Spain had shown little real improvement, it was, at the very least, no longer sufficient to significantly tie down French forces that might otherwise be committed against Russia. From the tsar’s own perspective, Russian military strength had by now been largely restored, Finland had already been secured, and Russian forces had likewise gained a firm foothold along the lower Danube. In short, both sides had come to feel that they no longer had any real further need of the Treaty of Tilsit. As Napoleon himself observed, in commenting on this state of affairs: “War has, by this point, become unavoidable. Whether for my own sake, for the sake of the great Tsar Alexander, or for the sake of the interests of France and Russia alike, none of this ought to have led to war at all. And yet, drawing on my own past experience, I can very often foresee the way events will unfold in the future — and war, I am now certain, can no longer be avoided.”

The French Army’s Strategic Plan and Force Deployment: Napoleon mobilized virtually the entire military strength of Western Europe in preparation for his campaign against Russia. In March 1812, he formally organized his invasion force, taking personal command as its supreme commander, with Marshal Berthier serving as his chief of staff. The combined strength of this force totaled more than 600,000 men, including roughly 500,000 infantry and roughly 100,000 cavalry, together with 1,350 artillery pieces. Napoleon formulated a strategy calling for a swift, decisive campaign against Russia, intending to divide his forces into three separate columns advancing in coordinated fashion, hoping to annihilate the main body of the Russian army within a short span of time, capture Moscow, and thereby force Russia to sue for peace on his own terms. His plan of deployment was as follows: the left column, forming the main body of the French army, roughly 230,000 strong, was placed under Napoleon’s own personal command; the central column, more than 85,000 strong, was placed under the command of Eugène de Beauharnais, Viceroy of Italy; and the right column, roughly 75,000 strong, was placed under the command of Napoleon’s own brother, Jérôme Bonaparte. In addition, a strategic reserve force of 160,000 men, together with several tens of thousands of Prussian and Austrian troops, remained in support.

The Russian Army’s Strategic Plan and Force Deployment: In preparation for the coming war against France, Russia formed alliances with Britain, Sweden, and other powers, while rapidly expanding its own military strength; by May 1812, Russia’s total military strength had reached more than 400,000 men, of whom roughly 210,000, together with more than 900 artillery pieces, were designated as the first-line force prepared to confront the French army. The Russian high command’s overall strategic plan was as follows: as French forces advanced, Russian forces would, in the early stages of the campaign, avoid a decisive engagement, withdrawing the main body of Russian forces to a system of fortifications near Drissa, where they would mount a defense; part of the Russian force would meanwhile operate against the flanks and rear of the advancing French army; and, only once a genuinely favorable opportunity presented itself, would Russian forces then commit to a decisive engagement. Tsar Alexander I himself assumed overall command, with Field Marshal Michael Barclay de Tolly serving as commander-in-chief, overseeing three separate first-line army groups. The Russian deployment was as follows: the First Army, under the joint command of Barclay de Tolly himself, roughly 130,000 strong, was positioned in the region of Kovno (present-day Kaunas) and Vilna (present-day Vilnius), forming the main body of the Russian army; the Second Army, under the command of Pyotr Bagration, roughly 45,000 strong, was deployed in the region between the Bug and Neman rivers — these two army groups together assigned the principal responsibility of holding the key routes leading toward Moscow; and the Third Army, under the command of Alexander Tormasov, more than 40,000 strong, was positioned in the region of Lutsk, screening Kiev. A further portion of Russian forces was deployed along the approaches to St. Petersburg.



II. The Course of the Campaign

On June 22, 1812, as Napoleon reached the Polish border, he issued a formal order of battle to his army, personally addressing his troops in stirring, rousing language, seeking to inspire their fighting spirit for the coming campaign. He then ordered every unit under his command to make full preparation for the coming invasion of Russia.

(1) The French Army Presses Forward, Determined to Force a Decisive Battle, While the Russian Army Withdraws in Great Strides, Pursuing a Scorched-Earth Policy

On June 24, the French army, led by an advance guard of 300 Polish soldiers, crossed the Neman River and began its invasion of Russian territory. Once across the river, French forces advanced rapidly and deeply into Russian territory, encountering virtually no resistance whatsoever, as if marching through a land entirely devoid of defenders — along the vast eastern bank of the Neman, they saw not a single trace of the Russian army. Even as French army engineers began building bridges across the river, several Russian light cavalrymen were seen riding swiftly past, inquiring as to the purpose of this bridge-building, before promptly vanishing once more into the vast, hazy darkness of the night. For several days running, the French army encountered no serious resistance whatsoever. On June 28, French forces occupied Vilna without difficulty. This region had once belonged to a province of Poland, and, for this reason, when the French army — led into the city by Polish troops serving as its vanguard — arrived, it received a warm and enthusiastic welcome from the local population.

In the early stages of the war, owing to the enormous advantage the French army held, the two Russian army groups on the front line both began withdrawing according to plan. Bagration’s Second Army, originally intended to swing around the enemy’s flank and rear, in coordination with the main Russian force, once the First Army had withdrawn to its fortified position at Drissa, instead found itself facing the danger of encirclement once French forces occupied Minsk on July 8. Unable to carry out his original plan of operations, Bagration promptly redirected his forces from Slonim to Bobruisk, thereby escaping the encirclement Napoleon had designed for him. Because French forces to the east had already occupied Mogilev, the Russian plan to rendezvous at Orsha likewise became impossible to carry out. Bagration therefore continued his withdrawal, hastening his march toward Smolensk, and ultimately succeeded in reaching that city ahead of French forces.

Even as the Second Army was forced into this withdrawal, Barclay de Tolly’s First Army, too, was compelled to abandon its own original plan entirely. Having abandoned Vilna, the army was in the course of withdrawing toward its fortified camp at Drissa when the tsar reversed his original decision. At the time, Alexander himself had harbored doubts about the reliability of this fortified position, and had specially dispatched Karl von Clausewitz, an aide to the plan’s original author, General Karl Ludwig von Pfuel, to inspect the state of its construction. Clausewitz returned with an extremely discouraging report, concluding that the position was entirely unsuited to sustaining a large-scale defensive engagement. The tsar, who had placed excessive trust in the counsel of his Prussian advisors, hastily resolved to abandon his original plan to make a stand at this predetermined position. He then delegated full command of Russian military operations to Barclay de Tolly, and himself hurriedly departed the army, returning to his own imperial palace in St. Petersburg. The main body of Russian forces under Barclay de Tolly’s command likewise withdrew toward Smolensk, intending to link up there with Bagration’s army group.

Napoleon’s own plan to annihilate the main body of the Russian army in the region around Vilna and points further east came to nothing, as the Russian army continued its unceasing withdrawal. He therefore ordered French forces to press the pursuit without pause, hoping to annihilate Barclay de Tolly’s army group at its fortified camp at Drissa. On July 18, mere hours before French forces occupied the Drissa camp, the Russian army once again slipped away from beneath Napoleon’s very nose. Napoleon’s plan had, once again, been thwarted, leaving him thoroughly frustrated. At the same time, Barclay de Tolly, too, had by now come to recognize clearly that the main axis of the French advance was directed at Moscow, rather than St. Petersburg, and he too accelerated his own march toward Smolensk.

(2) French Forces Seize a Key Strategic Hub, Pressing Their Advantage, While Russian Forces Fight and Withdraw in Turn, Preserving Their Strength

On August 1, the two Russian army groups joined forces at Smolensk. On learning that the Russian forces had united at Smolensk, Napoleon’s hope for a decisive engagement was rekindled once more. On August 12, he wrote to Jérôme, who had by now been replaced in command of the French right wing by Davout, indicating that a great battle would soon be fought at Smolensk, and ordering the French army to advance immediately on the city. On August 16, the bulk of the French army reached the western bank of the Dnieper River, west of Smolensk. Between August 14 and 16, as French forces pressed their advance toward Smolensk, they fought several fierce engagements against Russian rearguard forces along the way. The Russians fought with extraordinary tenacity, considerably slowing the French advance.

At six o’clock on the morning of August 16, following a fierce artillery bombardment, French forces launched a frontal assault on Smolensk. The assault was organized as follows: the forces of Ney, Davout, and Poniatowski formed the first echelon, while Murat’s cavalry corps and the Imperial Guard were held in reserve. The fighting was extraordinarily fierce. The Russian defenders, supported by the powerful fire of their own artillery, made full use of the brick embankments along the Dnieper and every other piece of favorable terrain, mounting an extremely effective defense. Not until six o’clock in the evening did French forces manage to advance to the outskirts of the city, and, unable to sustain further momentum, the attack was temporarily halted for the day. That evening, Napoleon summoned Marshal Davout, and personally issued orders that the city must, under any circumstances, be captured the following day.

On August 17, French forces renewed their assault, and the fighting proved even more intense than the day before, as the French intensified their artillery bombardment, causing extensive destruction to the buildings within the city — and yet French forces still could not penetrate the city’s core. As night fell, Napoleon ordered his artillery to continue bombarding the city. The thunderous roar of cannon fire and the flashing orange light of the bombardment intertwined, throwing the entire city into utter chaos. Suddenly, Napoleon heard an enormous explosion resound from within the city, followed by flames leaping into the night sky. The Russians, it turned out, had begun their own withdrawal, blowing up their own military depots and setting fire to buildings as they went. Amid this glow of fire lighting up the darkened sky, Barclay de Tolly led his forces out of Smolensk.

Hoping to press his advantage as swiftly as possible, Napoleon ordered the corps of Ney, Davout, and Murat’s cavalry to pursue the retreating Russian forces without delay. On August 19, ten kilometers east of Smolensk, French forces caught up with the Russian rearguard. Three Cossack cavalry regiments and 3,000 Russian infantry engaged the pursuing French forces in a fierce clash, with both sides suffering several thousand casualties. On the night of August 23, Napoleon’s own headquarters and the Imperial Guard departed Smolensk, and, with the main body of the French army, continued the advance toward Moscow. French forces pressed the pursuit relentlessly along the roads the Russians themselves had destroyed as they withdrew. Whenever the Russian army paused even briefly, Napoleon’s hopes for a decisive engagement were rekindled once again — only to be dashed, time after time, each time such an opportunity failed to materialize.

(3) With French Supply Lines Overextended and Combat Strength Significantly Diminished, a Veteran Russian General Emerges to Deal the French Army a Heavy Blow

As Napoleon’s forces pressed ever closer to Moscow, their logistical supply lines grew correspondingly longer and more stretched. Owing to shortages of resupply, the French army suffered heavy non-combat attrition, and, to safeguard the security of its own rear supply lines, was forced to leave behind substantial numbers of combat troops to guard them. As French forces advanced further east into the western regions of Russia, they passed through a vast and extremely desolate landscape. In the height of summer, the sweltering heat frequently brought violent thunderstorms; once inside Russian territory, large numbers of French troops fell ill, and this trend showed every sign of continuing to spread, with morale suffering severely as a result. At the same time, repeated heavy rainstorms turned the already-narrow dirt tracks, already worn down by the repeated passage of the vast army’s wagons and equipment, into virtually impassable quagmires, and much of the army’s heavy artillery and supplies had to be abandoned along the way. All of these factors together dramatically weakened the fighting capacity of the French army. By the time Napoleon set out from Smolensk toward Moscow, the force he was able to muster numbered only 150,000 men, their morale considerably deflated, and no longer possessing anything resembling the fighting spirit of the once-glorious army that had set out from France.

The Russian army, at this same time, faced considerable difficulties of its own. As Russian forces continued their withdrawal toward Moscow, criticism from every level of Russian society grew increasingly harsh; discontent spread through the ranks of the army itself, and popular dissatisfaction, too, grew widespread throughout the country. Anxiety among the upper classes of Russian society grew ever more acute, with people asking: are we simply going to hand the whole of Russia over to Napoleon without a fight? Why won’t we stand and fight to the finish at Smolensk? To what further point will we continue retreating? Many began openly accusing Barclay de Tolly before the tsar himself, suggesting that this man, of German descent, was a traitor, deliberately luring Napoleon deeper into Russia. Amid this atmosphere of mounting unrest, and in the face of intense public pressure, Tsar Alexander resolved to recall the sixty-seven-year-old veteran commander Mikhail Kutuzov, a hero of many past campaigns. On August 20, Tsar Alexander appointed Kutuzov as supreme commander of all Russian forces in the field. On the 31st, Kutuzov was formally elevated to the rank of Field Marshal.

Kutuzov himself recognized full well that Barclay de Tolly’s strategic decisions had, in fact, been correct. But he also understood that popular sentiment, deeply dissatisfied with Barclay de Tolly’s conduct of the war, would no longer tolerate his continuing in command. And yet, from both a moral and a political standpoint, there was, in truth, a genuine need to fight a battle at this point. In order to fight this battle well, Kutuzov, after careful deliberation, chose to make his stand near the village of Borodino, 124 kilometers west of Moscow. He positioned his forward line along a north-south axis near Borodino, roughly eight kilometers wide, with a depth of three to four kilometers. The right flank of this position was anchored by the Kolocha River, a tributary of the Moskva — a natural barrier that made it difficult for French forces to outflank the position there. The left flank was anchored near a village called Utitsa, and, just to the south, lay dense, impassable forest. The center of the Russian position was established atop a range of hills rising above the surrounding plain.

On learning that Kutuzov was preparing to fight a decisive battle, Napoleon felt an unusual surge of excitement. The long pursuit, and the accumulated exhaustion it had caused, had significantly weakened the fighting power of the French army — but Napoleon himself remained fully confident, believing that everything now hinged on the outcome of this single battle, and he resolved to concentrate his main force and decisively crush the Russian army once and for all. Having gained a fairly clear understanding of the general layout of the Russian defensive position, the seasoned and battle-hardened Napoleon quickly made his decision: he would direct his main axis of attack against the Russian left flank, the sector held by Bagration’s army group, executing a direct frontal breakthrough there, before then wheeling to strike the Russian right flank and rear, compressing the Russian forces against the Kolocha River and annihilating them there. To ensure the success of this breakthrough, he once again applied his familiar principle of concentrating superior force along his main axis of attack, deciding to commit two-thirds of his available strength — roughly 86,000 men — to an assault along a front just 2.5 kilometers wide. To support this main axis of attack, he assigned a single corps each to launch supporting attacks against the left flank of the Russian position at Borodino and against the Russian right flank, so as to pin down and draw off Russian forces from those sectors. Given how fiercely the Russian forces had fought in the preliminary skirmishing before the main battle, Napoleon recognized that a direct frontal breakthrough would prove no easy matter. Davout had, at one point, proposed that a portion of French forces be sent around the Russian left flank, so as to disrupt the Russian rear and cut off the route back to Moscow. But Napoleon, overconfident in his own judgment, and concerned that such a maneuver might prompt the Russians to feel their own rear threatened and withdraw once again, as they had done so many times before, ultimately declined to adopt Davout’s proposal.

At dawn on September 7, French forces launched their assault on the Russian position. More than a thousand artillery pieces on both sides opened fire on one another. French forces poured intense concentrated fire onto the Russian positions on the high ground opposite them. Eugène’s corps, assigned to the supporting attack, was the first to advance, striking at Borodino on the Russian right flank; the Russian cavalry assigned to screen the front there was briefly forced to give ground. Kutuzov quickly dispatched reinforcements, which then launched a counterattack, driving the French forces back across the Kolocha River. At the same time, Davout’s corps launched its own assault against Bagration’s army group. The Russian forces, though outnumbered two to one, mounted a stubborn defense, repelling two successive French assaults over the course of two hours of continuous fighting. Following these two repulsed assaults, Napoleon ordered the corps of Ney and Junot, together with Murat’s cavalry, to join the fighting simultaneously, reinforcing Davout’s own assault. Bagration, for his part, continually committed his own reserves to the fighting as well, successively throwing in one grenadier division, one cuirassier division, part of the Seventh Corps, and one division from the general reserve of the Third Army. At the same time, Kutuzov, having gained a fairly clear picture of the situation, recognized that the French forces opposing him directly at Borodino were comparatively weak in strength, and decisively redirected part of the infantry of the Second Corps, together with part of the Fifth Corps from his general reserve, along with 100 artillery pieces, to reinforce Bagration’s own defensive position. He subsequently redeployed the Fourth Corps from the right flank to the central sector as well.

At eight o’clock in the morning, having achieved a local numerical advantage, French forces launched their third assault, partially breaking through the Russian left-flank position. But Russian reserves arrived in succession, launching repeated counterattacks that drove the French forces back once again. French forces then organized several further assaults, but achieved no clear further progress. At the same time, Poniatowski led his Polish forces in an assault against the flank of the Russian left, where the Third Corps, which Kutuzov had only just redeployed there, mounted a stubborn defense, preventing the Polish forces from making any further headway. By eleven o’clock, every one of the French assaults launched thus far had been repulsed.

At noon, Napoleon reorganized his deployment. He concentrated 45,000 men and 400 artillery pieces for a renewed assault against a 1.5-kilometer stretch of the Russian left flank. At the time, Russian forces holding this sector numbered only 18,000, with 300 artillery pieces. In the course of the fighting, Bagration was mortally wounded. French forces continued to break through the Russian defenses, seizing part of the Russian position, though their own offensive strength, too, was significantly diminished in the process. Just as French forces had captured part of the Russian left-flank position, and were preparing to press their advantage with an all-out envelopment, Kutuzov made a decisive new resolution: he ordered the First Cavalry Corps and the independent Cossack cavalry corps, held in reserve by the First Army, to launch an immediate, fierce counterattack against the French left flank. This sudden, unexpected blow disrupted the French plan entirely, forcing the French army to temporarily abandon its own frontal assault. By the time the French forces had succeeded in repelling the counterattack of these two Russian cavalry corps, a full two hours had passed. Kutuzov made full use of this precious interval, swiftly reorganizing his own forces and further strengthening the defense of his left flank.

At four o’clock in the afternoon, French forces, at tremendous cost, finally succeeded in capturing several key positions along the Russian left flank. The French cavalry then attempted to press deeper, but was soon checked by the Russian Second and Third Cavalry Corps, and made little further headway. The Russian forces, too, had suffered heavy losses; having withstood repeated fierce French assaults, they ultimately fell back to a third defensive line. Along the entire front, Russian forces were eventually forced to abandon their main defensive position. Under cover of darkness, the Russian army began withdrawing toward Moscow; although casualties had been heavy, the withdrawal proceeded in good order, with no sign of panic or rout. According to available statistics, in this fierce and bloody struggle, the Russian army lost 44,000 men, twenty-two generals, and several dozen artillery pieces; the French army lost 50,000 men, and forty-seven of its generals were killed.

(4) French Forces Occupy the Capital but Cannot Withstand the Coming Winter, While the Russian Army Seizes the Opportunity to Counterattack and Recover Its Entire Territory

Napoleon had originally expected the Russian army to make a fresh stand before the walls of Moscow itself, since the ancient capital was, after all, the very symbol of the Russian Empire. But Kutuzov chose not to defend Moscow directly; instead, he led the entire Russian army through the city and continued the withdrawal southeastward. French forces passed through one burning village after another, and entered Moscow on September 14. The following day, as Napoleon entered the Kremlin, he was met not by the city’s mayor bearing the ceremonial keys to the city, but by raging fires burning uncontrolled on every side.

Even before French forces had entered the city, fires had already begun breaking out, one after another, in various districts throughout Moscow. Before withdrawing, Russian forces had set fire to every store of food and military supplies they could not carry away with them. The mayor of Moscow had specifically ordered that every piece of firefighting equipment be removed from the city or destroyed. Once these fires took hold, there was no way to extinguish them; they could only be left to burn themselves out. On September 17, a fierce wind blew for a full day and night, and the entire city of Moscow was engulfed in flame; even part of the Kremlin itself caught fire, forcing Napoleon to temporarily evacuate the palace.

Napoleon attempted to lure the city’s inhabitants back to their homes, but the atrocities French forces had committed since entering Russian territory had instilled in the local population a deep and abiding terror, and the people, moreover, had no wish to reconcile themselves to their invaders. Facing a severe shortage of food, French soldiers began venturing out of the city to plunder the surrounding countryside, but frequently paid a heavy price for very little gain.

Napoleon finally came to recognize that the French army could not remain in Moscow indefinitely, nor could it possibly spend the winter there. Beyond the increasingly severe problem of resupply, there was also a grave political concern: he had grown deeply suspicious of the loyalty of the various vassal states of Europe under his command, and was seriously worried about the prospect of rebellion breaking out among them. These considerations prompted him to give serious thought to concluding a peace treaty with the tsar. On October 4, on learning of the location of Kutuzov’s headquarters, Napoleon dispatched the former French ambassador to Russia as his own special envoy to Kutuzov’s camp, proposing that the two sides negotiate a peace settlement. Kutuzov declined to negotiate personally with Napoleon’s envoy, but did agree to forward Napoleon’s proposal to the tsar. Tsar Alexander, however, had resolved to fight Napoleon to the very end, and swore that, as long as a single French soldier remained on Russian soil, he would absolutely refuse to negotiate with this enemy.

On October 18, Murat’s forces, stationed more than sixty kilometers south of Moscow, came under sudden attack from Russian forces. Murat lost more than 3,000 men and was forced to withdraw to his original position. This unexpected offensive made clear that Russian strength had grown considerably, and that the strategic initiative in the war was now steadily shifting into Russian hands. This development finally prompted Napoleon to make the decision that French forces must withdraw from Moscow as swiftly as possible. He came to recognize with growing clarity that remaining in Moscow would leave him surrounded and besieged on every side, and that his best option now was to withdraw and spend the winter in Lithuania instead.

On October 19, Napoleon ordered Marshal Mortier to remain temporarily in Moscow with 10,000 men to serve as the French army’s rearguard, while he himself personally led the main body of the army in a withdrawal toward the southwest, back toward Smolensk. On November 9, the main body of the French army returned to Smolensk, only to find the entire city reduced to ruins, with what little food remained there having already been plundered by the army’s own advance units. Owing to various matters of no great urgency, French forces remained stationed there until November 14. By this time, Kutuzov’s own forces had advanced to a position running parallel to the main body of the French army, and a detachment of Cossack cavalry had already reached a position ahead of the French rearguard, threatening to cut off its line of retreat entirely. Ney, commanding the French rearguard, fought a desperate, bloody engagement, finally managing to drive back the Cossack cavalry and force a path through. And yet the most dangerous moment of the entire campaign was still to come: Russian forces advancing from the south seized a permanent bridge over the Berezina River, cutting off the French line of retreat. This was the very route the French army needed to take in order to continue its withdrawal. Oudinot’s forces fought fiercely, attempting to retake this bridge, but the Russian army ultimately destroyed it entirely. On November 24, as Napoleon received word of this development while on the march, he was struck with tremendous shock. Fortunately, one of his generals learned, from local peasants, that not far north of the destroyed bridge there lay a shallow stretch of the river, no more than twenty-five meters wide, suitable for the construction of a temporary crossing. The moment Napoleon reached this crossing point, he approved Oudinot’s proposal, resolving to build a bridge across the river there. To deceive the Russian forces, Napoleon dispatched a single regiment, together with the army’s own supply train, to march south along the riverbank, disguising itself as a much larger force in order to mislead the Russians, while at the same time ordering his own engineers to accelerate the construction of two pontoon bridges across the river.

On the evening of November 26, French forces began crossing the river. The following day, Russian forces, having discovered the French crossing in progress, quickly concentrated their own strength and launched a ferocious assault. Napoleon ordered his rearguard to mount a stubborn defense, repeatedly driving back the Russian forces converging on the crossing point. But Russian numbers continued to grow, and they brought their artillery to bear against both pontoon bridges, sealing off the roads leading to them, and the situation grew increasingly chaotic. Both bridges became choked with corpses, as wounded soldiers, women, and other camp followers, each desperate to save their own lives, surged forward onto the bridges without regard for anyone else. The bridges themselves, none too sturdy to begin with, could not withstand the crushing weight of so many people and artillery pieces crowded together upon them, and one of the two bridges finally collapsed. This only intensified the panic of those still gathered along the riverbank, who surged desperately toward the remaining bridge instead. This, in turn, only further impaired the bridge’s capacity, and many, in their desperation, leapt into the river itself, attempting to swim across — but, amid the drifting ice floes and the bitterly cold water, the overwhelming majority of them perished in the river. Fearing that Russian forces might press their pursuit across the bridge itself, at dawn on the 29th, the French rearguard set fire to the bridge and destroyed it — even though at least ten thousand soldiers still remained stranded on the eastern bank of the river. These soldiers were soon afterward cut down beneath the sabers of the pursuing Cossack cavalry.

On December 5, once French forces had retreated as far as Vilna, Napoleon handed over command to Murat and himself hastened back to France ahead of the rest of the army, arriving in Paris on December 18. The remaining French forces subsequently crossed the Neman River back into Poland, their numbers by this point reduced to fewer than 30,000. This terrifying campaign toward Moscow had ended in Napoleon’s utter and catastrophic defeat; the once-mighty Grande Armée, which had made all of Europe tremble before it, had, in effect, ceased to exist entirely.



III. Commentary

Napoleon, at the very height of his power, was ultimately defeated in his campaign against Russia by a Russian state that, at the time, remained a comparatively backward feudal monarchy — the first time this once-illustrious, seemingly invincible commander, whose name had struck fear across the whole of Europe, ever suffered so catastrophic and decisive a defeat. As Mao Zedong himself incisively observed: “Napoleon’s political life came to an end at Waterloo, but the decisive turning point that sealed his fate was his defeat at Moscow.” This war brought about Napoleon’s empire’s sudden and dramatic fall from the very pinnacle of triumph into the depths of utter collapse — a fate that might, at first glance, seem entirely at odds with Napoleon’s own brilliant career and glorious record of past achievement, and yet which, on closer examination, reveals a profound and inescapable historical necessity.

The lessons of Napoleon’s defeat run extraordinarily deep, and offer us a profound warning: even the very greatest of commanders — however brilliant his past record of achievement, however masterful his art of command, however powerful the army under his command — will, if he launches a war of aggression, overestimates his own strength, underestimates the power of justice, violates the objective laws that govern warfare, and commits the gravest errors a military commander can make, ultimately find himself unable to escape the fate that failure has already ordained for him.

(1) An Unjust War of Aggression, Waged without Legitimate Cause, Can Never Win the Support of the People

The reason Napoleon’s earlier military campaigns had proven so consistently invincible lay, on the one hand, in the progressive character of their underlying purpose and nature — in destroying the feudal manorial system, disrupting the old feudal order of Europe, and opposing the forces of feudal restoration, these earlier campaigns had, to a certain degree, played a genuinely positive historical role, spreading, to some extent, the progressive ideals of capitalism, and thereby winning the broad support and allegiance of the general population, peasants above all — a factor that formed the essential political foundation for Napoleon’s earlier military triumphs; and, on the other hand, in his own skillful application of advanced strategy and tactics, together with the formidable military strength at his disposal, the combination of which together propelled him to the very pinnacle of victory. And yet, as one triumph followed another, Napoleon’s own ambitions grew ever more insatiable, and he gradually transformed from Europe’s professed “liberator” into a “conqueror” of the entire world, coming increasingly to represent the interests of the great bourgeoisie, whose dearest ambition was nothing less than universal dominion. The purpose of the wars Napoleon fought in his later years was no longer to free the common people from the shackles of feudal serfdom, but rather to place upon them a fresh and even heavier chain of oppression. This fundamental change in the very character of the war he waged inevitably brought about the collapse of the political foundation on which his earlier military successes had rested — and it was precisely this malignant expansion of Napoleon’s own ambition for hegemony and conquest that brought about the failure of his campaign against Russia.

Once French forces entered Russian territory, Napoleon’s invading army provoked fierce and determined resistance from the Russian military and people alike. The Russian populace actively joined the struggle against the French invasion. They burned their own villages, adopted a scorched-earth policy, and formed countless guerrilla bands and volunteer militia forces, which operated actively along French supply lines and around French encampments, inflicting continuous damage on the French army and playing an enormous role in the eventual Russian victory. As Kutuzov, the Russian supreme commander, himself observed: “The guerrilla resistance mounted by the Russian peasantry against the French army was, in effect, a continuation of the Battle of Borodino; in terms of its strategic impact, its effect was fully equivalent to that of the Battle of Borodino itself.” According to available statistics, during the period the French army occupied Moscow alone, more than 30,000 French soldiers were killed or captured by these actively operating guerrilla forces.

Although Napoleon, this towering commander, had once enjoyed a record of seemingly unbroken victory, and stood revered as one of the West’s “Four Great Captains,” in the face of this rising tide of popular resistance he found himself utterly powerless, with no effective means of response whatsoever. He had gravely underestimated the severity of the resistance that any war of aggression must inevitably provoke among a resolute and determined people — for the strength of the people, once fully roused, can never be overcome. In his earlier campaigns, when Napoleon had led the French army sweeping all before it, liberating the sons and daughters of the peasantry and constructing great highways of civilization wherever he went, he had been met with the warm, enthusiastic welcome of the very people whose lands he passed through. And yet, during his invasion of Russia, this very same force — the power of an aroused and determined populace — instead left Napoleon surrounded on every side by hostile enemies, and ultimately brought him to the tragic and humiliating fate of catastrophic defeat and ignominious flight.

(2) Fighting on Two Fronts Simultaneously, Facing Enemies on Every Side, Dispersed His Strength and Left His Rear Insecure

In his campaign against Russia, owing to his own inadequate assessment of Russian strength and his excessive contempt for his adversary, Napoleon violated the very principle of victory he himself had spent so many years of hard-fought battle establishing, recklessly committing himself to a two-front war, facing enemies on every side, dispersing his own strength, and thereby placing himself in a position of extreme and mounting disadvantage. Before the war, disregarding the reality that the Spanish theater was already tying down several hundred thousand of his own troops, Napoleon had also provoked the war against Austria on the eastern front. In this way, Napoleon found himself, from a strategic standpoint, caught in a two-front war even before his Russian campaign had properly begun — a state of affairs that not only reduced the forces he had available to commit against Russia, but also diverted and diluted the attention and energy he could devote to directing the Russian campaign itself, significantly weakening his overall strategic position.

And France’s own vulnerabilities extended well beyond this. France found itself beset by enemies at every turn: first, Britain, France’s perennial and implacable adversary, seized upon the opportunity presented by Napoleon’s two-front predicament, constantly working to incite the various states of the European continent to turn against France, and dispatched warships to blockade French supply routes by sea, adding yet another layer of difficulty to France’s already-strained logistical situation; second, within the territories Napoleon’s empire directly controlled or administered, there existed seven kingdoms and thirty duchies which, though nominally submitting to Napoleon’s authority by force, remained fundamentally alienated from French rule, and stood ready to seize any opportunity to reassert their own independence the moment circumstances allowed; and third, the domestic political situation within France itself remained far from stable, with the remnants of the old Bourbon royalist faction under Louis XVI, together with the Church and other feudal interests, constantly poised and ready to attempt a restoration of the old order, hoping to overthrow Napoleon’s bourgeois government and seize back power for themselves. These numerous, and in many cases only half-visible, sources of instability left Napoleon beset by enemies on every side, with his own rear never fully secure. Throughout the long days and nights of his campaign, so far removed from Paris, he found himself constantly forced to “keep one eye” on developments back home, unable to devote the whole of his attention and energy to directing the campaign at hand.

Napoleon’s own willingness to disperse his forces across two separate theaters of war, at the strategic level, stemmed directly from his own excessive contempt for his adversary. In Napoleon’s estimation, the Russian army had, in every previous engagement, been defeated by French forces, and an army with such a record of repeated defeat was, in his judgment, simply not a force to be taken seriously. Alexander I himself, moreover, was no seasoned or capable military commander; Napoleon believed that a single decisive strategic engagement would be more than sufficient to defeat the Russian army once again, forcing the tsar to bow before him and sue for peace — and it was on the strength of this confidence that Napoleon dared to commit so recklessly grave an error as launching his invasion of Russia in the first place. What he entirely failed to anticipate was that this particular expedition, undertaken so far from home, would prove an undertaking fraught with extraordinary risk and peril, one that differed in fundamental and crucial ways from every previous war he had fought. And so, once his great army had assembled and pressed into Russian territory, Napoleon found himself confronted with circumstances he had never anticipated; though he made every effort to compensate for the resulting losses, his efforts ultimately proved futile, and defeat was, in the end, unavoidable.

(3) A Reckless, Headlong Advance, Overestimating His Own Strength While Underestimating That of His Adversary, Pressing Rashly Deep into Enemy Territory in an Overeager Pursuit of Swift Victory

Not long after the war began, Napoleon rapidly occupied vast tracts of Russian territory, but never succeeded in achieving his true objective — the annihilation of the main body of the Russian army. Under these circumstances, his reckless, headlong advance deep into Russian territory carried enormous risk. Given his own considerable military experience and expertise, Napoleon could hardly have failed to recognize that this was precisely the strategy of “luring the enemy in deep” that the Russian army was deliberately employing against him. He had, in fact, already violated one of his own fundamental principles: “Never do what your enemy wants you to do — for the simple reason that this is precisely what your enemy wants you to do.” And yet, step by step, he found himself drawn ever deeper into the very trap the Russians had laid for him; and, owing to his own reckless, overconfident advance, his logistical supply lines had, by this point, already become entirely incapable of adequately supporting so vast an army. Upon learning that Russian forces had united at Smolensk, he ignored the urgent objections and pleas of many of his own closest advisors, and forced his exhausted army into a continuous, headlong advance, hoping to encircle and destroy the Russian forces gathered at that city.

The decisive engagement Napoleon had sought at Smolensk came to nothing, however, as the Russian army once again took the initiative and withdrew midway through the battle. What, then, should the French army’s next move be? Napoleon found himself facing three possible options. The first was to concentrate his great army at Smolensk to spend the winter there, consolidating his hold over this newly captured strategic hub, bringing up further reinforcements and supplies, and waiting until the following spring before renewing the offensive against Moscow. The second was to continue pursuing the Russian army, hoping still to annihilate it — though this particular objective had, by this point, already slipped from his grasp at Vilna, at Vitebsk, and now at Smolensk as well. The third was to withdraw his forces entirely and abandon the entire campaign, without further delay.

This third option was one Napoleon simply could not bring himself to accept, since doing so would amount to admitting outright defeat — an outcome that would, in his own mind, do nothing but hand Britain an easy and undeserved advantage, and would expose him to ridicule and derision before the entire world, a fate entirely incompatible with his own self-image as history’s greatest and most consistently victorious commander. The first option was, in truth, a genuinely viable choice, one that would have allowed him to stabilize and consolidate his already-precarious supply lines, further reinforce and rest his troops, weather the notoriously harsh Russian winter, and then, once his strength had been fully restored the following year, renew his advance on Moscow or seek a decisive engagement on more favorable terms — a strategy that might well have altered the entire course of the war. But Napoleon, by this point, had already become so consumed by his own psychological need for a swift, decisive victory that this more prudent option was quickly dismissed.

The second option — continuing the pursuit of the Russian army in search of a decisive engagement — carried with it enormous risk, since whether Russia could genuinely be subdued and the war brought to a conclusion before the onset of winter remained a matter of considerable uncertainty, one about which even Napoleon himself harbored no real confidence. By this point, the French army’s own supply line, measured from Poland alone, already stretched more than 800 kilometers to Smolensk — a distance that, given the transport capabilities of the era, had already reached the absolute limit of what French logistics could realistically support. To press on from Smolensk to Moscow would require extending this supply line a further 300-odd kilometers eastward, placing a burden on French logistical capacity that was, quite simply, beyond what the army could realistically sustain. This particular option, then, was one whose prospects were genuinely uncertain, whose risks vastly outweighed any potential benefit — a mistake compounded upon an earlier mistake. And yet this French emperor, having already made up his mind, resolved to spare no cost whatsoever, willing to accept whatever further losses of manpower and matériel continuing his distant expedition might entail, eager above all else to force yet another decisive engagement with the Russian army and compel the tsar to submit. His own stubborn insistence on pressing ever deeper into the vast interior of Russian territory constituted a strategic error of the very first order, one that would ultimately prove fatal to his entire campaign.

(4) Blinded by an Overeager Desire for Victory, He Repeatedly Misjudged the Situation, and His Rigid Reliance on Direct Frontal Assault Proved Fatally Inflexible

Once the war had broken out, French forces crossed the Neman River without difficulty, occupied Vilna, and thereby severed the link between the Russian First and Second Armies. Given this favorable strategic situation, Napoleon resolved that, as the Russian Second Army withdrew northward to rejoin the main body of Russian forces, he would first move to annihilate it. To this end, he ordered Davout’s corps to strike at the flank of the Russian Second Army from a position south of Vilna, while Jérôme’s own right-wing forces would attack its rear from the west, thereby completing a pincer movement that would encircle and destroy the Russian Second Army. This was, in principle, an excellent plan of operations. But in the course of its actual execution, Davout’s own movements proved too conspicuous, and, once his intentions had been discovered by the Russians, he failed to press his own attack with sufficient speed and decisiveness; meanwhile, the right-wing forces under Jérôme failed to reach their designated position in time — allowing the Russian Second Army to slip free of the trap laid for it. Once Russian forces had withdrawn to Vitebsk, Napoleon once again sought to force a decisive engagement, but because the main body of the French army moved too slowly, unable to concentrate its forces in time, and because Davout’s forces had, once again, occupied Mogilev too soon, the Russian forces there, anticipating the danger, once again lost the will to stand and fight, withdrawing before French forces could close the trap — and so this second attempt to encircle and destroy the Russian First Army, too, ultimately came to nothing. Both of these attempted encircling operations failed for essentially the same reason: the French army’s own inability to conceal and coordinate its movements with sufficient speed and secrecy, and the fundamental lack of coordination between the various French formations involved in each operation.

At the Battle of Smolensk, had Napoleon adopted a strategy of using only a portion of his forces to mount a frontal holding attack, tying down Russian forces directly, while deploying the main body of his army in a flanking maneuver around both sides to complete an encirclement of the Russian army, he could have inflicted massive casualties on Russian forces through the frontal engagement alone, even as he effectively cut off their own line of retreat, achieving his true objective of annihilating the main body of the Russian army’s effective fighting strength. Instead, Napoleon relied consistently on the rigid, unimaginative tactic of a direct frontal assault, deploying his 140,000-strong army in a semicircular formation around the city and pressing forward with a relentless, layer-by-layer frontal assault, seemingly determined at all costs to avoid the risk that a flanking maneuver might alert the Russians to the danger of encirclement and prompt them to withdraw once again. Events, however, unfolded in precisely the opposite fashion Napoleon had anticipated: seeing the ferocity of the French assault, Barclay de Tolly judged that his own numerically inferior forces could not sustain the fighting indefinitely, and accordingly withdrew under cover of darkness that very night. The French army, for its part, failed to repair the destroyed bridges in time the following day to press an immediate pursuit, and, as a result, paid an enormous price — some 20,000 casualties — merely to capture an empty city, with the plan to encircle and annihilate the Russian army once again coming to nothing. As the ancient military maxim observes: “At the first drum-roll, morale is high; at the second, it begins to flag; by the third, it is entirely spent.” Having now failed on three separate occasions in his attempts to encircle and annihilate the Russian army, French morale suffered a severe blow, and the unmistakable signs of eventual defeat had, by this point, already begun to appear.

Looking back over the whole series of battles and engagements fought in the course of the Russian campaign, Napoleon displayed a striking psychological weakness — an unmistakable tendency toward impatience and irascibility. He came to resemble nothing so much as a novice commander, freshly arrived on the battlefield and thoroughly out of his depth, rather than the once-celebrated master strategist the world had come to know. Not only did he lose the composed bearing befitting a truly great commander, but his own overeager desire for victory, coupled with his constant anxiety that the Russian army might once again slip away from him, severely undermined his capacity for creative, flexible thinking. In his conduct of command, he displayed a marked absence of calm, rational judgment, and his ability to assess situations correctly and make sound decisions amid a complex and rapidly evolving set of circumstances was significantly diminished. His tactics grew increasingly rigid and monotonous, his methods of warfare mechanical and inflexible, entirely lacking the fluid adaptability he had once displayed at the height of his powers. Despite expending truly Herculean effort, he achieved remarkably little in return, and, as the strategic situation grew ever more unfavorable to him, he found himself pushed further and further onto the defensive, until his eventual defeat became, at last, entirely unavoidable.

(5) An Excessive Focus on the Capture of Cities Caused a Fatal Drift Away from His True Campaign Objective — the Annihilation of the Enemy’s Effective Fighting Strength

In his campaign against Russia, Napoleon’s original objective had been the annihilation of the main body of Russian military strength — but, over the course of the campaign, his focus of effort gradually shifted instead toward the capture of cities and the seizure of territory, and the annihilation of the enemy’s effective fighting strength was, in practice, increasingly relegated to a matter of secondary importance. In particular, he came to regard the capture of Moscow with an almost mystical significance, treating it as an essential and paramount strategic objective of his invasion of Russia — a grave strategic misjudgment on Napoleon’s part, and one of the gravest strategic errors of his entire career.

In Napoleon’s own mind, the ancient capital of Moscow represented the very heart of the Russian Empire; capturing this world-famous city would, he believed, mark the decisive and unmistakable defeat of the Russian army, forcing the tsar and the whole of Russia to submit, and thereby resolving, at a single stroke, every crisis and danger France itself faced. For this reason, he was prepared to pay any price whatsoever, disregarding the terrible casualties his own army had already suffered and the increasingly precarious state of his own overextended supply lines and steadily diminishing strength, driving himself, as if possessed, to capture this long-coveted objective. Once the Battle of Borodino had concluded, and his forces advanced without serious further resistance to the outskirts of Moscow itself, Napoleon found himself overcome by an uncontrollable surge of excitement and anticipation, one that had, by this point, already dispelled the shadow cast over his mind by the heavy casualties French forces had suffered and by the Russian army’s continued withdrawal with the bulk of its own strength still intact. As he stood atop Poklonnaya Hill, gazing down upon the city he now believed himself to have conquered, Napoleon’s excitement reached its absolute peak; he had not the slightest doubt that he now stood as master of the world. He waited, with eager anticipation, for the gates of Moscow to be thrown open before him, ready to receive the ceremonial keys to the city — the most splendid and triumphant moment, he believed, of his entire career.

He had, after all, experienced this very scene many times before, across the whole of Europe — receiving, in turn, the keys to Berlin, to Vienna, and to many great cities of Italy. And yet the people of Russia sent him no such keys at all — leaving him instead with nothing but an empty, burning city. At this moment, he still failed to grasp that he had, in fact, already committed a fatal strategic error: without having annihilated the main body of the Russian army’s effective fighting strength, he now found himself, with his forces dangerously isolated, occupying an empty city thousands of kilometers from French territory — a situation that already foreshadowed the great disaster soon to befall him.

After the war, Kutuzov himself offered a remark of profound insight: “I abandoned Moscow precisely in order to lead Napoleon toward his own destruction.” In this single sentence, he captured, with piercing clarity, the very essence of Russia’s eventual success and Napoleon’s eventual failure. It was precisely by relying on this strategy of large-scale, strategic withdrawal, luring the enemy deep into Russian territory, trading space for time, preserving Russian military strength, and gradually winning the opportunity to catch its breath, that Russia was able to seize the strategic initiative, and thereby open the path toward eventual strategic counteroffensive and ultimate victory. Napoleon, by contrast, pursued nothing more than the superficial glory of conquest, focusing his efforts on capturing cities and seizing territory, without ever succeeding in annihilating the enemy’s actual effective fighting strength — and the result was that the more cities he occupied, the heavier the burden weighing upon his own back grew, and the closer he drew, with every step, to his own eventual and inevitable defeat.

(6) Overextended Supply Lines Made Logistical Support Extraordinarily Difficult, While Unfavorable Weather and a Harsh Environment Compounded the French Army’s Difficulties

Almost from the very moment Napoleon’s expedition into Russia began, serious logistical shortcomings became apparent, with one problem following swiftly upon another. Although, before the war, substantial quantities of supplies had been stockpiled within Prussian and Polish territory, a very large proportion of these resupply provisions never actually reached the soldiers on the front lines at all. Barges carrying supplies from Danzig toward the Neman River were frequently seized by British naval cruisers patrolling the area. And once supplies did reach the port at the Neman, from which they were then meant to be distributed by land to various points throughout the army, the sheer speed of the army’s own advance meant that logistical support for so vast a force could frequently not keep pace, leaving soldiers without timely access to food resupply, and, in many cases, forced to go hungry for extended periods. As a result, incidents of plunder and pillaging became increasingly frequent, with the countryside within several kilometers on either side of the French army’s line of march stripped entirely bare. This plundering behavior on the part of French soldiers not only undermined military discipline but also severely damaged the reputation and prestige of the French army, provoking intense anger among the local population, and driving them to take up arms in resistance and to adopt scorched-earth tactics of their own.

Because Russian forces, together with the local population along the French army’s route, implemented a policy of scorched-earth resistance — destroying towns, burning homes, and laying waste to resources before withdrawing — the French army found it increasingly difficult to obtain local supplies, further deepening the calamity that had befallen it. This crisis reached its absolute peak once French forces occupied Moscow. The army’s own extended supply lines proved virtually impossible to keep reliably open, and swiftly became the principal target of Russian guerrilla raids, leaving the French army, already so far from its own homeland, gripped by severe and worsening famine — a fate from which not even the French garrison stationed within Moscow itself could escape. Napoleon at one point attempted to organize the surrounding rural villages to supply the French forces garrisoned within the city, but this effort proved impossible to carry out, as the local peasantry firmly refused to provide any such supplies, and resisted fiercely whenever pressed to do so. The relentless attacks and tight encirclement mounted by Russia’s regular forces, Cossack cavalry, guerrilla bands, and local populace alike meant that the French army found itself utterly unable to sustain itself through local resupply, as it had so often successfully done in Italy, Austria, and Prussia — Napoleon’s own strategic principle of “living off the land” simply proved entirely unworkable on Russian soil.

With food and fodder in ever-shorter supply, both men and horses faced the growing threat of starvation, and the French army began to disintegrate from within. Soldiers took to open plunder in the streets, military discipline deteriorated steadily, and instances of desertion grew increasingly common with each passing day. This instinctive struggle for sheer survival caused this once-glorious army to disintegrate steadily from within — and, under these circumstances, defeat had, in the end, become entirely inevitable.







Chapter 11: The Battle of Waterloo (June 18, 1815)

The Battle of Waterloo was the decisive engagement fought between the Seventh Coalition against France and the French army, south of Brussels near the town of Waterloo. The battle was fought on June 18, 1815; French forces engaged numbered more than 72,000, with more than 240 artillery pieces, while the coalition forces numbered more than 130,000, with roughly 160 artillery pieces. The battle ended in the total and complete defeat of the French army: French forces suffered roughly 25,000 killed and wounded, with a further 8,000 taken prisoner, and the great majority of the remaining survivors scattered in flight; coalition forces suffered more than 22,000 killed and wounded. This battle brought Napoleon’s political career to a definitive end, forcing him to abdicate on June 22, after which he was exiled to the island of Saint Helena in the South Atlantic. The lessons of Napoleon’s defeat at Waterloo run deep. No study of bourgeois military thought can be complete without a thorough study of Napoleon himself; and no study of Napoleon can be complete without a thorough study of the Battle of Waterloo, the engagement that brought about his ultimate and total downfall.


I. Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

In April 1814, the Sixth Coalition, formed of Britain, Prussia, Austria, and other powers, finally defeated Napoleon, forcing him to abdicate and be exiled to his own small territory on the island of Elba, while the Bourbon monarchy was restored in France. And yet Napoleon himself never truly accepted this defeat, and continued to follow developments in the broader political situation closely. In early 1815, the powers of the coalition against France convened in Vienna, where sharp disputes over the division of spoils led to fierce quarreling and near-open confrontation among them. At the same time, the French people, increasingly discontented under the harsh rule of the restored feudal aristocracy, found themselves growing ever more nostalgic for the Napoleonic era.

Sensing that the moment was now ripe, Napoleon resolved to return to France and reclaim his throne. On the night of February 26, 1815, Napoleon, together with 1,050 officers and men, boarded six small boats and, skillfully evading the Bourbon royal warships stationed to keep watch over the island of Elba, sailed for three days and three nights before reaching the Gulf of Juan on the southern coast of France on March 1. Overcome with emotion and excitement, Napoleon delivered, immediately upon landing, a stirring and passionate address: “Soldiers! We have never been defeated! I have listened, every moment, for the sound of your voices — and it is for our future together that I have endured such hardship to reach you now. Come! Let us fight side by side once more! Victory belongs to you, and glory belongs to you as well! Raise high once more the banner of the great eagle, and let us overthrow the Bourbon monarchy, and reclaim our freedom and happiness together!” Inspired by Napoleon’s rousing words, his soldiers were filled with passionate fervor. The army began its march on Paris. Along the way, many people cheered and rejoiced at his return. The troops the Bourbon regime sent to intercept him — the great majority of them former soldiers who had once served under Napoleon himself — defected to his side one after another. In this way, Napoleon, without firing a single shot, entered Paris in triumph on March 12; by this point his forces had already grown to 15,000 men. Louis XVIII, recognizing that the situation was now hopeless, fled the capital in a panic. On March 19, Napoleon, amid the jubilant cheers of the populace, reclaimed his throne once more.

The leaders of the various coalition states then assembled in Vienna were struck with alarm on receiving this news, and immediately put an end to their own quarreling among themselves, hastily drafting a joint proclamation declaring Napoleon a disturber of the peace and an enemy of the entire world, one who stood “outside the protection of the law.” At the same time, they swiftly began mobilizing their forces, and by March 25, Britain, Russia, Prussia, Austria, the Netherlands, and Belgium had together formed the Seventh Coalition against France, and, at a subsequent military council, discussed the organization, deployment, and overall planning of their combined forces. This military council resolved to divide the coalition army into five separate army groups, as follows: an Anglo-Dutch army group, roughly 93,000 strong, under the command of the Duke of Wellington, positioned near Brussels, Belgium, with its forward positions extending to a line near Mons; a Prussian army group, roughly 117,000 strong, under the command of Field Marshal Blücher, positioned along a line running through Liège and Namur, with its forward positions extending as far as Charleroi; an Austrian army group, roughly 210,000 strong, under the command of Prince Schwarzenberg, concentrating along the upper reaches of the Rhine; a Russian army group, roughly 150,000 strong, under the command of Barclay de Tolly, concentrating along the middle reaches of the Rhine; and an Austro-Italian army group, roughly 75,000 strong, under the command of General Frimont, concentrating along the western border regions of northern Italy. All five army groups were ordered to undertake active military operations without delay, preparing to cross the French border sometime between June 27 and July 1, launching a coordinated, multi-pronged offensive.

After two and a half months of intensive preparation, by early June 1815 Napoleon had finally succeeded in reassembling a regular army of roughly 284,000 men, together with a further reserve force of some 220,000 men who could be called up if needed. Napoleon organized the regular forces he had already mobilized into four army groups: the Army of the North, the Army of the Rhine, the Army of the Alps, and the Army of the Pyrenees. Once his forces had been reorganized into these preliminary groupings, Napoleon began considering his next course of action. Based on available intelligence, he judged that the Austrian and Russian forces stationed east of the Rhine could not possibly reach the French border before the end of June. He therefore resolved to exploit this time lag, launching an immediate offensive into Belgian territory, hoping, before the various coalition armies could fully concentrate their combined strength, to first defeat the two coalition army groups under Wellington and Blücher, one after another, and only then to turn eastward and confront the Austrian and Russian forces in turn, thereby thoroughly shattering the Seventh Coalition against France once and for all.

On June 12, 1815, Napoleon led an army of roughly 120,000 men into Belgian territory, and, on the 16th, launched the Battle of Ligny; after fierce fighting, he decisively crushed Blücher’s Prussian army group. Because weather conditions on that day were extremely poor, the French pursuit failed to achieve any real success, and French forces lost track of the direction in which the defeated Prussian army had withdrawn. Napoleon accordingly ordered Marshal Grouchy to lead the entire right wing of the French army, 33,000 men strong, to continue searching for and pursuing the Prussian forces. At this point, with the Prussian army having withdrawn, the left flank of the Anglo-Dutch army group lay entirely exposed before the French army, at constant risk of being encircled by French forces at any moment. Wellington, commander of the Anglo-Dutch coalition forces, accordingly made an immediate decision to withdraw to the vicinity of Waterloo, south of Brussels, relying on the favorable, elevated terrain there to construct a defensive position, and intending to fight a determined defensive battle there. Having crushed the Prussian army, Napoleon had by this point already redirected his objective toward the Anglo-Dutch army group, intending to carry out his original plan of defeating the coalition forces one at a time.

The French Army’s Strategic Plan: Napoleon planned to use a single division to launch a supporting attack against the enemy’s right flank at the château of Hougoumont, so as to draw off and pin down the main body of Anglo-Dutch forces there. At the same time, he would concentrate his main strength to punch through the center of the Anglo-Dutch defensive line, seizing the position of La Haye Sainte within its defensive depth, thereby splitting the coalition army in two, and then expanding this breakthrough to both sides, annihilating the enemy piece by piece.

The Coalition’s Strategic Plan: The coalition planned to rely on the favorable terrain at Waterloo to pin down French forces there, using its own well-prepared defensive position to inflict massive attrition on the French army through fierce fighting. Once Blücher’s Prussian army group arrived to reinforce the position, the coalition would launch a general counteroffensive along the entire front, hoping to annihilate the French army decisively at Waterloo.

The French Army’s Deployment: The First Corps (commanded by d’Erlon) and the Second Corps (commanded by Reille) formed the first echelon, deployed respectively on the eastern and western sides of the road leading to the front of Waterloo, positioned to launch a coordinated breakthrough. The Fourth Cavalry Division (commanded by Milhaud) and the Second Cavalry Division (commanded by Tricheault) formed the second echelon, following closely behind the First and Second Corps respectively, ready at any moment to exploit and expand upon the gains achieved by the first echelon. The Sixth Corps (commanded by Mouton) and the Imperial Guard formed the reserve, positioned near La Belle Alliance, the site of Napoleon’s own headquarters. To ensure the success of the planned breakthrough, French forces constructed an artillery emplacement near La Haye Sainte, west of the main road, concentrating eighteen artillery pieces there to conduct close-range bombardment of the enemy.

The Coalition’s Deployment: Wellington concentrated the greater part of his defensive strength on his right flank, placing particular emphasis on the château of Hougoumont, in front of the main position at Mont-Saint-Jean, where he stationed his own Guard forces; Dutch and other allied contingent forces were positioned in the center and left-flank positions, while, at the very outer edge of the left flank, a British cavalry brigade was additionally deployed. At the same time, behind the central position — that is, between La Haye Sainte and the forward defensive line — the coalition maintained a substantial reserve force, amounting to roughly two-thirds of its total strength. The greater part of the coalition’s artillery was positioned on the high ground west of the main road running along the front of Waterloo. Blücher’s Prussian army group planned that, at first light on June 18, Bülow’s Fourth Corps would advance first, moving to threaten Wellington’s main position, with Pirch’s Second Corps following close behind; the remaining two corps, once they had reorganized, would likewise move up in support of the Anglo-Dutch defensive effort.



II. The Course of the Battle

(1) French Forces and the Anglo-Dutch Coalition Engage in Fierce Fighting over Key Defensive Positions

The French offensive had originally been scheduled to begin at nine o’clock in the morning, but, because of a continuous drizzle that did not let up until eight o’clock, Napoleon, following the advice of one of his own artillery officers, delayed the attack until half past eleven. At that hour, French artillery opened fire, and the Sixth Division, assigned to carry out the supporting attack, was immediately ordered into action, advancing steadily toward the British position at La Haye Sainte. This division fell under the command of the Second Corps, and was led by Napoleon’s own younger brother, Jérôme — despite being thirty years old by this point, still very much an untrained and inexperienced young royal. He led his forces in two separate charges, succeeding in capturing a stretch of woodland south of La Haye Sainte.

According to Napoleon’s original plan, the attack should have stopped there, with the next step being to consolidate the ground already gained, so as to further pin down and draw in additional enemy forces. Corps commander Reille, too, had explicitly reiterated this order, instructing his men not to press further into the main British position at La Haye Sainte. Jérôme, however, refused to abandon his assault on the château of Hougoumont, part of the British position at La Haye Sainte, and continued to press his troops forward in further attacks — but both further assaults were repulsed, and his forces suffered heavy casualties. Seeing this, Reille had no choice but to commit a further brigade in support, bringing the total strength committed to the assault on Hougoumont up to 12,000 men. As French forces launched their assault on Hougoumont from three separate directions, British Guards forces there, too, continued to reinforce their own position, mounting a stubborn defense and repelling wave after wave of French assaults, despite being outnumbered by nearly ten to one. The French army made poor use of its own artillery firepower in this engagement, and, relying on rifle fire alone, was unable to inflict serious casualties on the enemy; although many of the trees in front of the château were shattered by gunfire, French forces still could not capture it. In this way, rather than succeeding in drawing off the main body of British forces as intended, the French found themselves instead pinned down and constrained by their own supporting attack, which had degenerated into a costly, unproductive war of attrition, with no real progress to show for it. At one o’clock in the afternoon, before the French army’s main assault had even properly begun, it suddenly became apparent that enemy forces were approaching from roughly ten kilometers to the northeast. Prisoners taken indicated that these were the forces of Bülow’s Fourth Prussian Corps — though, in reality, two further Prussian corps followed close behind as well. Napoleon immediately redirected two cavalry divisions to intercept this threat, and redesignated the reserve Sixth Corps as a second echelon force. This sudden development made clear to Napoleon that he could no longer afford to waste any further time.

At half past one, Napoleon issued the order for a general offensive along the entire front. The four divisions of the First Corps, under cover of artillery fire, launched a fierce assault against the coalition positions. British resistance at the château of La Haye Sainte proved extraordinarily stubborn, and repeated French assaults by a single division there were all repulsed. The British left-flank defenses, however, proved comparatively weaker, and, having already suffered significant losses under French artillery bombardment, French forces there made rapid progress, quickly capturing the enemy’s forward positions. A group of French soldiers, having reached the top of a small rise, began cheering wildly in premature celebration of their apparent victory, and their formation began to fall into disarray. At this moment, a British division, some 4,000 men strong, which had been concealed on the reverse slope north of the ridgeline, suddenly charged out from behind cover, engaging the French forces in fierce hand-to-hand combat with bayonets; the division’s own commander, Sir Thomas Picton, was killed in the fighting. At this critical juncture, Wellington, seizing the opportunity without hesitation, dispatched six cavalry regiments in a counterattack, driving back the first wave of the French frontal assault and pursuing them all the way back to their own starting positions, destroying part of the French artillery emplacement positioned on the French right flank in the process. Faced with this powerful British counterattack, Napoleon immediately committed two further brigades of cavalry, ordering them to seize the high ground and strike, without delay, at the now-slowed British cavalry as it pressed its own advance. This counterattack devastated six British cavalry regiments, throwing horse and rider alike into chaotic disarray, and forced the British to withdraw. In this first round of fighting over key defensive positions, the French suffered nearly 4,000 casualties, while the British suffered 6,500.

(2) The Cavalry of Both Sides Engage in Intense, Intermingled Combat

At around three o’clock in the afternoon, the coalition forces continued to hold firm at their two key defensive positions, Hougoumont and La Haye Sainte, and the French army, despite prolonged and intense fighting, had still been unable to achieve any real breakthrough into the enemy’s defensive depth — a situation that placed the French army at a considerable disadvantage. Napoleon resolved that he must swiftly capture these two positions, and ordered a renewed assault.

At half past three, French artillery once again opened fire on Hougoumont and La Haye Sainte. Because the Second Corps continued to find itself pinned down before Hougoumont, Ney personally led two brigades of the First Corps in a direct assault on the position at La Haye Sainte — but, owing to the stubborn resistance of the Anglo-Dutch coalition forces there, French progress remained agonizingly slow. At four o’clock, the increasingly impatient Ney, no longer able to bear the delay, ordered Milhaud’s cavalry division, together with part of the Imperial Guard, to launch a full-scale cavalry assault. More than 5,000 cavalry formed up at the base of the hill and, under continuous covering artillery fire, launched their charge along the narrow front between Hougoumont and La Haye Sainte. This cavalry force surged forward like a rising tide, overrunning the enemy’s forward positions and capturing every artillery piece positioned there. Unfortunately, however, cavalry alone was ill-suited to dealing with enemy artillery, and, because the French infantry had failed to keep pace with the cavalry advance, and because French artillery itself had ceased firing to avoid the risk of striking its own cavalry, this force of more than 5,000 cavalrymen found itself unable to press its advance any further, unable to close with or break through the Anglo-Dutch infantry squares, which remained protected by intense rifle fire. Just as the French cavalry’s advance stalled, Wellington, too, committed his own cavalry reserve, 5,000 strong, to the fighting. The situation was immediately reversed: the now-exhausted French cavalry was quickly driven back by the fresh, elite British cavalry. The coalition forces recovered their own captured artillery pieces, and turned them once again against the French.

Concerned that a withdrawal of his own cavalry at this point might have a disastrous effect on the overall course of the battle, Napoleon immediately ordered Kellermann’s cavalry division and the Imperial Guard cavalry to join the fighting simultaneously. In this way, he committed the entirety of his own cavalry reserve to the battle as well — meaning that, including the single cavalry division that had already been forced to withdraw earlier, Napoleon now had committed the whole of his cavalry force, more than 10,000 strong in total, to this final, decisive struggle. At around half past five, Ney once again led a cavalry charge, riding out himself at the very front of the assault, with tens of thousands of cavalrymen, sabers flashing coldly in the light, following close behind him, sweeping toward the enemy position like a whirlwind. Within the confined space of the battlefield, with cavalrymen crowded closely together, horse against horse, there was little room to maneuver freely. Amid this vast throng of charging cavalry, only a single horse artillery battery provided any covering support — and, worse still, just as in the previous assault, no infantry accompanied the charge.

Faced with this renewed French assault, Wellington threw everything he had into organizing his own resistance. He brought up almost the entirety of his remaining reserve forces, ordered his artillery to maintain continuous, intense bombardment, and had his infantry make full use of coordinated volley fire. Ney launched five successive charges, each one repulsed by the coalition forces in turn. Past six o’clock, French forces launched their sixth charge. By this point, Ney’s own eyes had turned bloodshot with the fury of battle; he shouted wildly, heedless of all danger, riding at the very front of his cavalry column. In the course of the fighting, his own mount was shot out from under him on three separate occasions, and each time he remounted a fresh horse, leading his troops forward without the slightest sign of fear, and finally, on this sixth attempt, succeeded in capturing La Haye Sainte. Following Napoleon’s own instructions, he immediately brought a single artillery battery up onto the captured position, and used it to bombard the main British position, now less than 300 meters away. This artillery support proved decisive: the advancing French cavalry was, this time, finally able to press its advance further, and ultimately succeeded in capturing part of the British central position. Regrettably, however, French infantry still could not arrive in time to support this breakthrough, and the cavalry itself, having by now suffered such heavy casualties, no longer had the strength to press further into the enemy’s defensive depth or to expand the breakthrough to either flank. At this critical moment, although Napoleon still had fourteen battalions of the aging, veteran Imperial Guard held in reserve, he did not dare commit them to an all-or-nothing gamble, because the overall situation on the battlefield was, by this point, changing with alarming rapidity.

(3) The Arrival of Prussian Forces on the Battlefield Ultimately Decides the Outcome at Waterloo

Just as the French army was pressing its fierce assault against the main British position, the Prussian forces coming to Wellington’s aid, as previously agreed, had already drawn close to the French right flank. The Sixth Corps and the Young Guard, which Napoleon had dispatched to meet this threat on his right flank, proved unable to hold back the Prussian advance, and were forced to give ground, step by step. After a series of fierce engagements, Prussian forces succeeded in capturing the farmstead of Plancenoit, barely a thousand meters from Napoleon’s own headquarters. Napoleon immediately took emergency measures, ordering one battalion of the Old Guard and one battalion of the Middle Guard into the fighting. These battle-hardened veterans, advancing to the beat of the war drums with bayonets fixed, engaged the enemy in fierce close combat, and within a mere twenty-odd minutes succeeded in recapturing Plancenoit, which they then handed over to the Young Guard to defend. For Wellington, the arrival of the Prussian forces at precisely this moment came as an enormous and timely relief, greatly easing the pressure of his own increasingly dire situation. At the time, although British forces had already repelled five successive assaults by Ney’s forces, and had, for the moment, managed to hold their ground even against the sixth, the overall situation was steadily deteriorating: Wellington had, by this point, exhausted his reserves entirely, every one of his units had suffered heavy casualties, and many sections of his main defensive position were left entirely without defenders. The timely arrival of Prussian forces, striking at and enveloping the French right flank, dispersed the concentrated striking power the French army had assembled for its final assault, easing the pressure on the British front, and thereby finally allowing Wellington to redeploy a portion of his own left-flank forces to reinforce his central defensive position.

At around seven o’clock, Ney reorganized his existing forces, and, together with eight Guard battalions, launched one final assault on the Anglo-Dutch coalition position. By this point, thanks to the arrival of Prussian reinforcements, coalition morale had surged considerably. Just as French forces were making their final preparations for this assault, a French cavalry officer defected to the coalition side, allowing Wellington to learn of the French army’s intentions and to prepare accordingly. This final French assault now began. Roughly 4,000 battle-hardened Guard officers and men, together with Ney’s own forces, advanced boldly forward under cover of powerful artillery support, with two horse artillery batteries accompanying the infantry advance. Despite fierce coalition resistance, French forces once again succeeded in breaking through the coalition’s defensive line. And yet the British forces did not yield: having learned in advance of French intentions, Wellington had concealed two Guard battalions on the reverse slope of a hill behind his own lines, and, as the French forces drew near, these troops suddenly launched a devastating counterattack, bringing the French advance to a complete halt just as it appeared poised to press deeper into the coalition’s defensive depth. At the same time, British forces in other sectors, too, moved actively to reinforce the main defensive position.

At around half past seven, the main body of Blücher’s Prussian forces, two corps strong, reached the battlefield, and launched a fierce assault against the French right flank. The overall situation on the battlefield now shifted decisively and immediately against the French army. Caught between two enemies advancing from opposite directions, French forces began to fall into disarray. Napoleon, by this point, had nothing left in reserve whatsoever. Just as the Prussian assault was beginning to take its full effect, and French forces were beginning to waver, Wellington sensed that the decisive moment had arrived, and decisively ordered a general counterattack along the entire front. Some 40,000 coalition officers and men charged directly down from the high ground they held. The French army, unable to withstand this onslaught, found itself with no choice but to collapse into general retreat along the entire front. Although Napoleon himself recognized that the overall situation was now hopeless, he nevertheless hurried to La Haye Sainte, south of which he hastily reassembled three battalions of the Guard. He personally led these three battalions in taking up a position directly in front of the retreating forces, attempting to stand firm and rally the fleeing French soldiers, hoping to reorganize them for further resistance. But the forces under General Grouchy, some 30,000 strong, which Napoleon had dispatched before the battle to pursue Blücher’s army, never arrived in time to reinforce him; and although the Guard fought on with desperate courage, they too proved unable to check the overwhelming momentum of the coalition assault, and were forced to give ground, fighting a desperate rearguard action to cover Napoleon’s own withdrawal from the battlefield. By this point, the Anglo-Dutch coalition forces, too, were utterly exhausted, and simply lacked the strength to organize any further effective pursuit. At nine o’clock that evening, Blücher himself arrived at the front, meeting with Wellington at La Belle Alliance, and took over responsibility for continuing the pursuit of the defeated French army. That night, the remnants of the French army attempted seven separate times to establish a defensive camp, and were driven off by pursuing Prussian forces on all seven occasions, forced to flee without pause, all the way to Charleroi, where they finally managed to establish themselves. From this point on, the French army had been utterly and completely defeated, and, with it, the story of Napoleonic warfare in modern history came to its final end.

Following this defeat, Napoleon returned to Paris on June 21, and, on the 22nd, announced his second and final abdication. He subsequently resolved to travel to America, but, upon boarding the French frigate Saale at the port, found the harbor blockaded by the British navy, and was unable to put out to sea. On July 15, Napoleon resolved to place himself under the protection of the British navy, and boarded the British warship Bellerophon. The coalition against France treated him as a prisoner, and had him transported, aboard the British cruiser Northumberland, to the remote island of Saint Helena, far off the coast of continental Europe, where he was held in confinement. Napoleon remained on this island for nearly six years, until, on May 5, 1821, he died there of stomach cancer, at the age of fifty-two.



III. Commentary

Napoleon is universally recognized, throughout the Western world, as the single greatest military genius since Alexander the Great. Over a quarter century of bloody warfare, Napoleon fought more than fifty battles and campaigns, large and small — a number that far exceeds the combined total of all the battles fought by Alexander, Hannibal, and Caesar together, and on a scale unprecedented in its own right. Over the course of this remarkable series of campaigns, Napoleon created what has been described as a series of “historically significant, outstanding examples” in the military history of the bourgeois era, and brought the military science of the bourgeoisie — and, in particular, the strategy and tactics that had emerged from the French bourgeois revolution itself — to a truly remarkable level of sophistication and refinement. Napoleon himself, in the process, became a towering historical figure, one whose very name commanded awe, and who, it was said, held the fate of an entire continent within his grasp, capable of determining it in a single decisive instant. And yet the Battle of Waterloo brought about Napoleon’s own total and complete military defeat, forcing him to announce his second and final abdication, and, with it, bringing to an end his brief “Hundred Days” restoration as well. In studying Napoleon’s defeat at Waterloo, and in exploring the historical lessons it holds, we must situate Napoleon and his military activities within a comprehensive analysis of the historical conditions of the time, examining the causes of his defeat from every angle — political, economic, diplomatic, in terms of campaign direction, operational command, tactical application, and the quality of his officers and men alike.

(1) Napoleon’s Political and Diplomatic Conduct Made Him Too Many Enemies, Leaving Him in a Position of Complete Isolation

Upon reclaiming his throne, Napoleon’s very first diplomatic act was to announce to every nation that he was prepared to honor the Treaty of Paris, signed by the Bourbon monarchy in 1814, accepting the borders of France as defined by that treaty, and requesting an end to hostilities and the restoration of peace. This was, in principle, an excellent proposal, one that might genuinely have resolved the conflict amicably and sought a lasting peace for Europe. And yet his request was unanimously rejected by every member of the coalition. The moment word reached them of Napoleon’s return to the throne, the coalition powers swiftly formed the Seventh Coalition against France, and each mobilized its own forces without delay, seeking to bring an absolutely overwhelming numerical superiority to bear against France, encircling it entirely, without giving Napoleon the slightest opportunity to catch his breath, and hoping to crush his newly reestablished regime while it still lay, as it were, in its very cradle. The reason the coalition’s resolve proved so unwavering, and its response so swift and decisive, was that they had, by this point, come to regard Napoleon himself as nothing less than a ravenous wolf or fierce tiger — a disruptive and destructive force threatening the entire established order of feudal monarchy across Europe.

And it must be said that Napoleon himself did genuinely harbor ambitions of building a vast world empire of his own. Drawing on his own extraordinary talent and tireless energy, and against the historical backdrop of the continuing rise of the French bourgeoisie and the widespread application of new technological advances to the conduct of warfare, he had, like some raging “lion,” swept across the battlefields of Europe for more than twenty years, overcoming no shortage of hardship and danger along the way, frequently defeating superior numbers with an inferior force, and achieving one brilliant and celebrated victory after another, creating what amounted to a whole series of genuine marvels in the military history of the bourgeois era. In particular, following his decisive defeat of the combined Russo-Austrian forces at the Battle of Austerlitz, the whole of Europe was struck with astonishment, and the smaller states of the continent, gripped by fear, hastened to send representatives to Napoleon’s own court at Potsdam to declare their submission and pledge their loyalty to him. By this point, Napoleon had become the undisputed hegemon of continental Europe, having thoroughly upended the political landscape of the entire continent, and had brought the whole of the European mainland into submission to his own will. This towering military titan, borne aloft on an unbroken string of victories to a position of unrivaled supremacy, found his own ambitions expanding without limit, and the pursuit of fresh victory, fresh glory, fresh power, and fresh territory had, by this point, become an indispensable part of his very existence. As Bernadotte — once one of Napoleon’s own most trusted generals, who later turned against him — himself observed: “Napoleon was never truly defeated by any other man, but rather because he relied solely on his own talent and cunning, Heaven itself would not allow him to escape its judgment. He exploited his own talent to its absolute limit, until, in the end, he could sustain it no longer. Everything, in the end, must eventually break.”

And yet Napoleon, even at this point, showed no sign of stopping; instead, he continued to gamble recklessly, both in his diplomatic and in his military policy, in pursuit of his ambition to build a world empire. On November 22, 1806, he issued, from Berlin, the famous “Continental System” decree, compelling every one of his vassal states to implement his own “Continental Blockade” policy against Britain — a policy that not only severely hampered economic prosperity within these vassal states themselves, but also brought unfavorable consequences for the development of French capitalist production itself, since it made securing an adequate supply of raw materials an increasingly serious difficulty for the French economy. In this way, Napoleon placed himself in the unfavorable position of standing as an adversary to a great many European states simultaneously. And yet Napoleon’s towering prestige across Europe at the time meant that the various states of the continent accepted this blockade decree in a posture of silent, fearful submission. Britain, at this juncture, found itself confronting, for the first time, a genuine challenge from the whole of the European continent combined against it, and, seeking to extricate itself from this disadvantageous position in what had become a life-or-death struggle, Britain once again turned to its longtime ally, Russia, for help. Russia, in turn, provided Britain with enormous assistance, using its own Mediterranean ports to keep Britain steadily supplied with vital strategic resources, thereby ensuring that Britain’s own economy would not wither and decline under the pressure of the blockade. This provoked tremendous fury in Napoleon, who berated Russia in the harshest terms; and, once he found that he could no longer alter the existing state of affairs through diplomatic means, disregarding the reality that the ongoing uprising in Spain continued to tie down several hundred thousand of his own elite French troops, he rashly tore up the treaty of alliance he had earlier concluded with the tsar, and launched his invasion of Russia. Before the campaign began, many of his own subordinates repeatedly urged him against this course of action — but, by this point, Napoleon no longer had any patience for such counsel. Overconfident to the point of blind faith in his own record of military triumph, and his judgment thoroughly clouded by his own runaway ambition to build a world empire, he pressed ahead regardless. As he himself remarked, just before launching his invasion of Russia, he seemed to sense that he himself was being driven forward by some force even he himself could not fully comprehend, toward a destination that even he himself did not truly know.

As the ancient military treatises observe: a state fond of war will inevitably perish. Napoleon, failing to recognize the wisdom of moderation and restraint, instead adopted a military policy of exhausting his own resources through endless war, grossly overestimating his own strength, and ultimately suffered a catastrophic and devastating defeat at Moscow. This defeat marked the starting point of the Napoleonic empire’s inexorable slide toward its eventual collapse. To a certain degree, it became, as some have described it, “the signal for a general uprising of the West against France,” prompting the states of Europe, one after another, to join the growing struggle against Napoleon; and it likewise spurred the broad masses of the population to actively join the guerrilla resistance against the French occupation, hiding or destroying their own food stores and other resources, sabotaging transportation and communication routes everywhere, and harassing French forces from the rear, leaving the French army surrounded on every side, as if adrift in a vast and hostile sea. Russia, Britain, Prussia, Austria, Sweden, and other powers once again joined together in a combined war against Napoleon, giving rise to what came to be known as the “Battle of the Nations” — the great war of liberation through which the peoples of Europe finally freed themselves from the shackles Napoleon had imposed upon them. By this point, Napoleon found himself completely abandoned and isolated on the international stage. Even after his subsequent restoration to the throne, and even as he now adopted a posture of seeking peaceful coexistence with every state, the monarchs of the various nations he had so long oppressed and humiliated no longer dared believe that this “lion” could genuinely coexist peacefully with them, and so, for the first time in history, they united together with truly unprecedented resolve, determined to defeat Napoleon once and for all, and thereby to secure a lasting peace for the European continent.

(2) France’s Reserves for Sustaining the War Effort Had Been Steadily Depleted Year after Year, and Its Actual Combat Strength Grew Increasingly Weak

As Engels himself once observed, Napoleon’s defeat at Waterloo had underlying political and strategic causes: “one of the principal reasons was that the coalition powers held a decisive superiority in troop numbers over France — a nation whose strength, worn down through more than a quarter century of continuous warfare, could no longer stand alone against the combined assault of a world now armed and mobilized against it.” At the time, the overall national situation Napoleon faced was, indeed, extremely dire and precarious.

First, the reorganization of the French army itself proved extraordinarily difficult. During the period of Bourbon rule, in order to win popular support, the restored monarchy had significantly reduced the size of the army, with demobilized soldiers sent back to their homes across the country. From the very moment he reclaimed the throne, Napoleon, out of concern for maintaining political stability, did not dare rashly reinstate universal conscription, and, as a result, found it extremely difficult to assemble, within a short period of time, a force genuinely capable of matching the strength of the coalition arrayed against him. And the newly conscripted recruits he did manage to gather amounted, in truth, to little more than a poorly organized rabble. Among these newly raised forces, the situation facing the cavalry proved especially dire. Although Napoleon did succeed in rebuilding a cavalry force of roughly 50,000 men, organized, with considerable difficulty, into six cavalry divisions, fewer than half of these troops were genuinely combat-capable. Moreover, the newly appointed cavalry officers lacked adequate training, the newly manufactured saddles proved seriously deficient in quality, and poor horsemanship left many of the army’s horses unfit for further service — all of which meant that the fighting capability of the French cavalry was, by this point, considerably inferior to what it had once been. As a result, Napoleon, a commander who had once relied so consistently and effectively on the skillful use of cavalry, found himself, at the critical moment of the Battle of Waterloo, unable to commit substantial cavalry forces in a timely fashion to exploit and expand upon whatever breakthroughs his forces achieved — a factor that seriously affected the overall course of the battle.

Second, the French national economy faced severe difficulties, with the treasury nearly exhausted and funding for the war effort extremely hard to come by. By the time Napoleon reclaimed power, the national treasury had already been thoroughly depleted, and French state finances stood on the very brink of bankruptcy. Although Napoleon, drawing on his own personal prestige, succeeded in mobilizing considerable enthusiasm and support from the grassroots population, and worked to weather this crisis through measures such as ordering the expansion of military production and seeking various means of addressing the shortage of funds for the war effort — including procuring firearms secretly from Britain and Switzerland — he still found himself unable to fully meet the demands of the coming war. As a result, of the roughly 200,000 men who had, by this point, been newly organized into the reconstituted French army, more than half lacked proper uniforms, and roughly a third lacked weapons of any kind whatsoever.

Third, the French army suffered from a serious shortage of senior commanders and experienced staff officers. Of the twenty-six marshals Napoleon had himself appointed during his years in power, a considerable number had, by this point, already sworn their loyalty to Louis XVIII, including such experienced and battle-hardened commanders as Marshals Saint-Cyr, MacDonald, Oudinot, Victor, Marmont, and Augereau. None of these men were willing to return to serve once again under Napoleon’s command, and all of them had, by this point, effectively vanished from the scene. Marshal Junot, meanwhile, had by this point already lost his sanity; Marshals Masséna and Mortier were, by this point, too old and infirm to take the field; Marshal Berthier lay ill; and Marshal Davout had by this point withdrawn to Prussian territory. As a result, the number of marshals genuinely available to be reappointed to active command amounted, in practice, to no more than four or five men in total. This severe shortage of senior commanders directly resulted in Napoleon being forced to entrust critical commands to generals whose own competence and capability fell considerably short of what the situation demanded, or, in some cases, who were entirely unsuited to the responsibilities entrusted to them — a state of affairs that sowed the seeds of disaster through the subsequent command failures of his generals in the field.

Fourth, the poor quality of the French army’s own war matériel was likewise an important factor undermining its overall combat effectiveness. Because Napoleon had reclaimed power only relatively recently, and because the demands for war matériel were, at the same time, extremely substantial, serious quality problems plagued the production of military supplies throughout this period. In a letter to his own Minister of War, Napoleon sharply criticized the poor quality of French artillery shells at the time, writing: “In our most recent engagements, more than half of our artillery shells failed to detonate at all — a state of affairs that fills me with the deepest frustration and anger.”

(3) An Overbearing, Autocratic Style of Command Severely Constrained the Initiative of His Own Subordinates

In terms of operational command, Napoleon, self-satisfied and headstrong, exercised an overbearing, autocratic style of leadership, consistently declining to seek the opinion or counsel of anyone else in matters of military command. He concentrated the whole of both military and political authority firmly in his own hands, and, on questions concerning the conduct of the war, refused to delegate meaningful authority to his subordinates. He personally drew up the plans for every one of his own wars and battles, and personally intervened in every aspect of military operations. His marshals and generals were required to submit absolutely to his own personal command and direction. Although some among Napoleon’s marshals possessed considerable talent in their own right, in the great majority of cases they found themselves reduced, in effect, to little more than dutiful, obedient subordinates. Rather than allowing them the genuine opportunity to exercise their own capacity for independent command and judgment, Napoleon instead expected them to defer meekly and unquestioningly to his own directives at every turn. Of his twenty-six marshals, a number — Davout and Masséna among them — were, in truth, fully capable of exercising independent command over their own theater of operations. And yet Napoleon rarely, if ever, gave them any genuine opportunity to do so.

Napoleon’s own chief of staff, Marshal Berthier, once wrote, in a letter to Marshal Soult, that “my own position within the army amounts, in practice, to nothing at all. I receive the reports submitted by the various marshals in the Emperor’s name, and I likewise issue orders on his behalf — but, in reality, I myself hardly exist as an independent presence within this army at all.” Caulaincourt, who had long served closely alongside Napoleon, expressed a very similar sentiment, observing: “Because the Emperor personally attends to every detail of every matter himself, and personally issues every single order himself, no member of his staff — not even the chief of staff himself — ever dares to take real responsibility for anything on his own initiative. No one dares to make even the most trivial decision independently.”

(4) A Lack of Clear Battlefield Intelligence on the Enemy’s Situation Led to Grave Errors in Operational Command

At the very outset of the French army’s advance into Belgian territory, Napoleon had already seriously underestimated the combined strength of the Anglo-Dutch and Prussian forces arrayed against him within the Seventh Coalition, harboring a certain degree of blind optimism regarding his own prospects for defeating these two army groups one at a time. Following his victory over Blücher’s Prussian forces at the Battle of Ligny, Napoleon grew still more complacent and overconfident, relaxing his own efforts at reconnoitering the enemy’s situation, allowing the Prussian army to slip quietly away, so that, remarkably, the French army was unable to determine the Prussian army’s own whereabouts for a full two days afterward. Later, Napoleon once again made a critical misjudgment regarding enemy movements, ordering his right-wing commander, Marshal Grouchy, to lead a force of roughly 30,000 men, together with more than ninety artillery pieces, in search of the defeated and retreating Prussian army — thereby diverting fully a third of his own available combat strength away from the main battlefield entirely. The Prussian army, as fortune would have it, thereby succeeded in eluding the pursuing French forces altogether, and successfully secured for itself an opportunity to maneuver in a manner that would ultimately prove decisive to the course of the entire campaign.

At eight o’clock on the morning of June 18, as Napoleon breakfasted together with his subordinates, someone present suggested that Grouchy’s forces, then still out searching for the Prussian army, be recalled to reinforce the assault against the Anglo-Dutch coalition forces — but Napoleon declined to accept this suggestion. The French assault against the Anglo-Dutch coalition forces had originally been scheduled to begin at nine o’clock on the morning of the 18th, but, because of the rain, one of Napoleon’s own artillery officers mistakenly advised him that the wet ground would adversely affect the movement of his artillery, and recommended that the assault be delayed by three hours. Napoleon, entirely unaware of the true whereabouts and movements of the Prussian army at the time, and harboring not the slightest concern regarding the possible consequences of a Prussian arrival on the battlefield, accepted this recommendation without hesitation. In hindsight, this particular decision proved to have an enormous impact on the overall outcome of the battle — had Napoleon instead launched his assault against the Anglo-Dutch coalition forces promptly at nine o’clock as originally planned, he might well have gained the additional time he needed to thoroughly crush the Anglo-Dutch coalition forces before Blücher’s Prussian reinforcements could possibly arrive, thereby securing full command of the initiative for the entire battle.

The battle itself began at half past eleven on the morning of the 18th, and the two sides were quickly locked in fierce, intense fighting. At one o’clock in the afternoon, Napoleon detected the arrival of Prussian reinforcement forces on the left flank of the Anglo-Dutch coalition position, but, rather than ordering a proper and thorough reconnaissance of this development, he instead carelessly and uncritically accepted the account offered by a captured prisoner, who claimed that this force amounted merely to Bülow’s Fourth Prussian Corps — when, in reality, two further Prussian corps, under Blücher’s own personal command, followed closely behind. To safeguard the security of his own right flank, Napoleon found himself forced to divide his own forces yet again, dispatching two cavalry divisions to intercept this approaching threat. It was only at this point that Napoleon finally recalled the 30,000-strong force he had earlier dispatched under Grouchy, and immediately issued orders demanding that Grouchy return his forces to the main battlefield without delay to join the fighting there. But by this point it was already far too late — by the time Grouchy actually received this order, it was already five o’clock in the afternoon, and his own forces still required at least a further three hours simply to reach the Waterloo battlefield at all.

By around seven o’clock in the evening, the reinforcement forces personally commanded by Blücher had arrived on the battlefield, leaving French forces, at this most critical of moments, forced to confront enemies advancing from two separate directions simultaneously. By this point, Napoleon had virtually no reserves left available to commit to the fighting, and was forced to withdraw the Sixth Corps and the Young Guard from his own main axis of attack in order to meet this new Prussian threat — and yet, even so, these forces proved entirely unable to withstand the overwhelming strength of the advancing Prussian army. With no other option remaining, Napoleon was forced, once again, to commit his very last reserve forces — the Old Guard and the Middle Guard — to the fighting. At this same moment, Wellington, recognizing that Napoleon’s own strength was, by this point, already a spent force, seized the opportunity, and, with the support of the newly arrived Prussian reinforcements, issued the order for a general assault along the entire front. Caught between the overwhelming, superior combined strength of the British, Dutch, and Prussian forces now converging upon them from every side, French forces collapsed into general rout along the entire length of the battlefront, and, pursued relentlessly by Prussian forces harboring a deep and abiding hatred toward Napoleon himself, the remnants of the French army attempted seven separate times to establish a defensive encampment for the night, only to be driven off by the pursuing Prussian forces on all seven occasions, forced to flee without respite, until they had lost, entirely and irrecoverably, any remaining capacity to renew the fight.

(5) The Inappropriate Assignment of Commanders Left the Army Unable to Realize Its Own Full Combat Potential Effectively

Consistent with his own long-standing requirements for the conduct of military command, Napoleon needed, above all else, a genuinely capable chief of staff — one able to translate his own operational intentions clearly and accurately into written orders, and to transmit these orders promptly and effectively down through the chain of command. And yet, on this particular occasion, he chose Marshal Soult to replace the ailing Marshal Berthier as his chief of staff — a decision that proved to be a serious and costly miscalculation. Although Soult was, in his own right, a highly capable field commander, he possessed virtually no genuine understanding of staff work whatsoever, having never previously served as chief of staff to any army group, or even to a single corps. As a result, the functioning of Napoleon’s own headquarters during this campaign proved, in practice, genuinely inadequate: many aspects of the evolving situation could not be grasped or clarified in a timely fashion, and the transmission of orders was, on more than one occasion, delayed, and in some cases even gave rise to genuine confusion.

Throughout the course of the battle itself, Ney and Grouchy served, in effect, as Napoleon’s own right- and left-hand men in directing operations on the field. And yet these two front-line commanders both proved unable to properly grasp Napoleon’s own operational intentions, and neither proved capable of directing the forces under his command with genuine initiative or real effectiveness, and both committed a whole series of unforgivable errors along the way.

In the first phase of the battle, Ney proved excessively timid and overly cautious, failing to promptly seize the strategically important crossroads at Quatre Bras, defended, at the time, by only a small garrison force — thereby allowing British forces the opportunity to seize this crucially important position themselves in the meantime. Later, when Napoleon resolved to redeploy his own forces, intending to encircle and annihilate Wellington’s isolated and exposed army group, Ney once again failed to resolutely carry out Napoleon’s own order to launch a prompt assault against Quatre Bras — thereby allowing the Anglo-Dutch coalition forces to smoothly withdraw to more favorable defensive terrain south of Waterloo, where they organized their subsequent defense. In the course of the battle itself, when leading the assault against the defensive position at La Haye Sainte, Ney did indeed display considerable fearless personal courage, leading the charge himself at the very front of his own troops on several occasions — and yet his own tactical approach remained, throughout, remarkably rigid and unimaginative, and on several occasions failed to properly coordinate the combined action of infantry, cavalry, and artillery together, with the result that, although his cavalry managed to seize the high ground, his own infantry could not keep pace, and his own artillery did not dare open fire in support — and the ground gained was, as a result, soon lost once again.

Marshal Grouchy, responsible for commanding the right wing, led a force of 33,000 men — an enormous and weighty responsibility, and one for which Napoleon himself had entertained considerable hopes. And yet Grouchy carried out his orders in an entirely rigid and mechanical fashion, failing to grasp Napoleon’s own broader operational intentions in light of the overall strategic situation, and failing to exercise any genuine initiative of his own. In pursuing the retreating Prussian forces, he proved remarkably ineffective; and even after he had come to recognize clearly that the Prussian forces intended to converge with Wellington’s own Anglo-Dutch coalition forces, he nevertheless failed to take any active, decisive measures of his own, and failed to carry out Napoleon’s own order to insert his forces between the two enemy army groups. At the Battle of Waterloo on June 18, Grouchy’s forces found themselves entirely tied down and pinned in place by a single Prussian corps near Wavre, achieving nothing of consequence whatsoever, and, as a result, leaving the French army, at the most critical and decisive moment of the entire campaign, without any reinforcement whatsoever from this substantial reserve force. Later generations have often speculated that, had this particular force — a full third of the total strength of the French army — been placed under the command of a more genuinely active and resourceful commander, Napoleon might well have received the timely reinforcement he so desperately needed, and the outcome of the battle might, quite conceivably, have been entirely different.

Especially worth noting, in this regard, is the conduct of Jérôme, commander of the Sixth Division — Napoleon’s own younger brother, an untrained and dissolute young royal who had been elevated to divisional command purely through his brother’s own personal favor. In the course of this particular battle, disregarding entirely the operational plan Napoleon himself had earlier laid out, Jérôme, in his own eagerness to win personal glory on the battlefield, insisted on forcing an assault against the château of Hougoumont, resulting in two separate failed attempts and heavy losses among his own troops. As a result, Corps commander Reille found himself repeatedly forced to commit additional reserve forces in support of this assault, until the total strength committed to the attack on Hougoumont had swelled to 12,000 men. The Anglo-Dutch coalition forces, relying on the considerable advantages afforded them by the terrain there, continued to reinforce their own Guard forces holding this position, inflicting heavy casualties on the attacking French forces. Jérôme himself, having no real understanding whatsoever of how to make effective use of artillery firepower, relied solely on repeated infantry assaults, and, as a result, proved entirely unable to inflict any decisive casualties on the enemy, nor was he ever able to capture the château itself. In this way, rather than succeeding in drawing off and pinning down the main body of British forces as originally intended, Jérôme instead found his own forces hopelessly entangled and pinned down themselves, inflicting enormous and unnecessary attrition on the overall combat strength of the French army as a whole.

Even though Napoleon suffered so catastrophic a defeat at the Battle of Waterloo, the military achievements of his entire career, taken as a whole, remain genuinely extraordinary. Military theorists and historians of the bourgeois era have, without exception, continued to regard his strategy, tactics, and operational principles as models worthy of the closest study. Even today, military thinkers and researchers across the world continue to study Napoleon’s own military thought, and to examine closely the practical experience he accumulated in the direction and conduct of warfare. Although Napoleon himself never authored any lengthy formal treatise on military theory, his own practical experience in warfare, and the military legacy he left behind, nevertheless remain remarkably rich and profoundly worthy of continued study and attention — a legacy that has provided tremendous stimulus to the development of bourgeois military science, and has likewise provided important nourishment and foundational material for the subsequent development of proletarian military science as well; indeed, a great many of Engels’s own military writings are themselves organized around a close study of Napoleon’s own campaigns and wars. Viewed from both a historical and a military perspective, the several dozen great pitched battles and campaigns Napoleon fought over the course of his career offer irrefutable proof that Napoleon was, in truth, a genuinely great military commander, and a true hero of the particular historical era in which he lived.







Chapter 12: The American Civil War (April 12, 1861 – June 2, 1865)

The American Civil War was a conflict fought between the northern states of the United States, where industrial capitalism held the dominant position, and the slaveholding states of the South, which had risen in rebellion; it is also known as the American Civil War. The war began on April 12, 1861, and ended on June 2, 1865, lasting four years and two months in all. Over the course of the war, the Union forces of the North committed a combined total of 2,765,000 men; the Confederate forces of the South committed roughly 1,300,000. The war ended in Union victory. Union forces suffered more than 630,000 casualties, killed and wounded; Confederate forces suffered more than 480,000. The American Civil War not only restored and consolidated the unity of the federal union and destroyed the institution of slavery, thereby clearing away the internal obstacles standing in the way of American capitalist development, but also exerted a positive influence on the revolutionary movements of Europe, on the labor movements of various countries, and on the Black liberation movement as well. This war was fought at the very outset of the industrial age of capitalism, and, in its background, national policy, strategy and campaign design, equipment and technology, tactical application, and logistical support alike, bears the unmistakable imprint of its own particular historical era, occupying an important place in the military history of the world. For the high- and mid-level officers of our own armed forces, no genuine understanding of the United States and its armed forces can be complete without a thorough knowledge of the American Civil War — many of the military traditions and institutions of today’s American armed forces were, in fact, first formed during this very conflict, and it well repays our own careful study.


I. Background to the War and the Intentions of Both Sides

The fundamental cause of the outbreak of the American Civil War lay in “the struggle between two distinct social systems — the system of slavery and the system of free labor.” In the American North, capitalist economic development proceeded with remarkable speed. Beginning in the 1820s, the northern and central states began their own industrial revolution, essentially completing this transformation by the 1850s. As the West continued to be developed, agricultural capitalism, too, developed with extraordinary speed, dramatically raising the overall productive capacity of American society. Between 1810 and 1860, total American industrial output grew ninefold, reaching a value of $1.88 billion — a figure surpassed only by those of Britain, France, and Germany, placing the United States fourth in the world. And yet the development of American capitalism confronted one single greatest obstacle: the institution of slavery in the South. The South held some 4,000,000 Black slaves, and, because of its one-sided reliance on the plantation-based slave economy, southern industry lagged far behind that of the North, accounting for a mere 8 percent of the nation’s total industrial output. The southern slaveholding class kept several million Black people bound in servitude on their plantations, denying northern capitalists access to a substantial supply of cheap labor. The South exported vast quantities of cotton and other agricultural products to Europe, while importing European manufactured goods in return, thereby shrinking domestic demand for northern manufactured products, dealing a severe blow to northern industry, constraining the expansion of its markets, and leaving the supply of industrial raw materials likewise uncertain. In this way, the southern slaveholding economy had, by this point, already begun to seriously impede the development of northern industry and commerce, giving rise to a sharp and fundamentally irreconcilable conflict between the two distinct economic systems of North and South.

The conflict and struggle between North and South was also concentrated on the contest over land in the West. The North sought to develop capitalism in the western territories, seeking to restrict or even prohibit the further expansion of slavery there; the southern slaveholding class, for its part, sought to extend the institution of slavery into the West as well, developing a slave-based economy there. Slaveholders invested their profits chiefly in purchasing additional slaves and land, lacking any real means of improving soil quality or applying proper fertilization, and instead practiced a form of extractive, exhaustive cultivation, so that any given tract of land would, within a few years, become entirely depleted and unable to sustain further cultivation. Slaveholders were, as a result, constantly compelled to seek out fresh land on which to establish new plantations. Should the expansion of slavery be restricted, the institution itself would face the very real danger of eventual extinction. For this reason, “ceaseless territorial expansion, and the ceaseless extension of the institution of slavery beyond its existing boundaries, was the fundamental law of survival for every slaveholding state within the federal union.” Both North and South recognized clearly that, in order to safeguard their own respective regional interests, they needed to control the power of the federal government itself, so as to gain the upper hand over their rival and thereby govern the nation as a whole.

The election of the Republican candidate Abraham Lincoln to the presidency in 1860 served as the immediate spark that ignited the Civil War. Because the Republican Party’s own platform explicitly and resolutely opposed any further expansion of slavery, the Republicans’ victory in this election meant that the slaveholding class’s own hope of extending slavery into the western territories had, in effect, been thwarted. In an effort to salvage the situation, the slaveholding class resolved to launch a rebellion before Lincoln could even take office. South Carolina and six other states successively declared their secession from the Union, and, on February 4, 1861, formed the “Confederate States of America,” establishing their capital at Montgomery (later relocated to Richmond), promulgating a constitution of their own, and electing Jefferson Davis as their “President.” The South hastened to undertake general military mobilization, raising a volunteer force of 100,000 men, and procuring vast quantities of military supplies and equipment. The North, still clinging to the hope that concessions might yet persuade the South to return to the Union, found its overtures rejected. On April 12, Confederate forces (the “South,” or Confederate forces) attacked Fort Sumter, a Union (“North,” or Union) stronghold located in South Carolina, capturing it after two days of bombardment. On April 15, the Lincoln administration formally declared war against the southern Confederacy, and the American Civil War had begun. Thereafter, four further states successively joined the rebellion as well.

The Union’s Strategic Plan: At the very outset of the war, the federal government, fearful of the war escalating into a full-scale conflict, continued to hope that political efforts might yet succeed in persuading the South to return to the Union voluntarily, and, its own preparations for war still far from adequate, adopted a fundamentally defensive strategic posture, implementing what came to be known as the “Anaconda Plan” — a strategy calling for a ring-shaped encirclement of the South, extending from the land itself to the coastal waters beyond. To this end, the Union navy would blockade the southern coastline and capture New Orleans, the South’s largest port; Union land forces would seize control of the entire length of the Mississippi River, cutting off communication and coordination between the eastern and western halves of the Confederacy; and Union forces would, at the same time, secure the border regions to prevent them from defecting to the southern cause. In this way, the southern Confederate states would find themselves entangled and constricted, as if by some giant serpent, cut off entirely from the outside world, and ultimately strangled into submission. Once the war had escalated into full-scale conflict, the federal government abandoned any remaining illusions of a voluntary southern return to the Union, and adopted instead a strategy of “total war,” promulgating a series of laws concerning the emancipation of enslaved people and the use of confiscated land, transitioning the entire national economy onto a full wartime footing, mobilizing volunteers on a massive scale, and waging a comprehensive war against the South aimed at systematically destroying its capacity to continue fighting.

The Confederacy’s Strategic Plan: Robert E. Lee, who at the outset of the Civil War commanded the main southern army group, the Army of Northern Virginia, declared: “It is only by concentrating our forces at critical points that we can hope to secure a decisive advantage.” For this reason, the South held firmly to a strategy of offense as the best defense, seeking to seize and maintain the strategic initiative in the war. It concentrated its main strength along the Potomac River, employing mobility to seek out local numerical superiority over the enemy wherever possible, while at the same time watching for an opportunity to force a decisive engagement with the main body of Union forces, hoping thereby to compel the North to accept peace on terms favorable to the South. In the later stages of the full-scale war, the South instead sought to sustain the fight through guerrilla-style operations mounted from its own rear areas, continually wearing down Union combat strength, drawing upon foreign economic assistance, and pursuing a strategy of protracted delay, hoping thereby to alter the ultimate course of the war.

The Union’s Strategic Strength: In terms of overall capacity to sustain a prolonged war, the North held an absolute and overwhelming advantage. The North comprised twenty-three states, accounting for three-quarters of the nation’s total territory, and controlled 86 percent of the nation’s total industrial output, 70 percent of its railway network, more than 80 percent of its banking capital, and 97 percent of its munitions production capacity. In terms of manpower, the North’s population of 22,000,000 was more than double that of the South, and Union forces, correspondingly, outnumbered Confederate forces by more than two to one. At the outset of the war, the North possessed only 16,000 regular troops, but, as the war progressed, Union troop strength grew with extraordinary speed, reaching 956,000 by January 1865; over the entire course of the war, a combined total of 2,765,000 men served in Union forces at one time or another. The Union army was organized into eighteen military departments and twenty-one corps (as of 1864), each corps consisting of two to three divisions, each division consisting of three brigades totaling 6,200 men, each brigade consisting of two regiments, each regiment consisting of ten companies, each company numbering between eighty and 100 men. Over the course of the war, the North organized a combined total of 1,696 infantry regiments, 272 cavalry regiments, and seventy-eight artillery regiments. In terms of naval strength, at the outset of the war the Union navy possessed 7,600 personnel and ninety ships of various types (including thirty of the newest steam-powered warships). Over the course of the war, the North expended a combined total of $3.66 billion on military expenditures.

The Confederacy’s Strategic Strength: By comparison, the South, whose rebellion involved a combined total of eleven states, with a total population of 9,000,000 (of whom 4,000,000 were enslaved Black people), was, in virtually every respect, considerably inferior to the North. The reason the South was nevertheless able to hold out against the North for as long as it did lay in the fact that it possessed a number of genuinely favorable conditions on the military front. At the outbreak of the war, the South had already raised a volunteer force of 100,000 men. Because the South found itself under constant and pervasive threat from the possibility of slave uprisings, southern slaveholders were, as a general matter, already accustomed to riding and shooting. In April 1862, the South became the first in American history to implement a system of compulsory military conscription, thereby ensuring an adequate and reliable supply of manpower for its armed forces. Over the course of the war, Confederate troop strength grew as follows: from 112,000 in July 1861 to 445,000 by January 1865. Although Confederate forces numbered barely half those of the Union, they compensated for this numerical disadvantage through a comparatively higher level of overall combat quality, managing to hold out against the full weight of Union forces for a full four years. Although the South’s industrial base was comparatively underdeveloped, it nevertheless placed its own munitions industry at the very forefront of its development priorities. The Tredegar arsenal alone produced 60,000 rifles annually, and the Tredegar Iron Works in Richmond possessed excellent equipment, capable of manufacturing armor plate and heavy artillery. The South also stockpiled substantial quantities of weapons and ammunition in advance of the war. Because the South served as the principal source of raw cotton for the industrial economies of Britain and France, the governments of both countries, motivated by a desire to weaken overall American strength and to safeguard their own access to cheap raw materials, extended substantial support to the southern Confederacy.



II. The Course of the War

The theater of the Civil War encompassed both land and sea. The land theater covered the vast expanse of the southeastern United States, extending from the Atlantic coast in the east to the Mississippi valley in the west, and could be divided into two broad regions: the eastern theater, centered principally on Richmond and the region surrounding Washington, within Virginia; and the western theater, centered principally on the Tennessee-Mississippi river valley. Naval operations, meanwhile, consisted chiefly of the Union blockade of the southern coastline, small-scale coastal engagements, and privateer warfare at sea. The war as a whole may be divided, by scale, into two broad phases: a phase of limited war, and a phase of total war.

(1) The Phase of Limited War (April 1861 – September 1862)

During this phase, the fighting centered chiefly on the eastern theater, focused on the two sides’ respective efforts to capture one another’s capitals; the western theater remained, by comparison, of secondary importance.

1. The Fighting of 1861. The South’s original strategy called for a lightning campaign to seize Washington, hoping thereby to secure direct support from Britain and France. But Confederate forces did not confine themselves solely to an assault on Washington, seeking instead to force a decisive engagement with the main body of Union forces as well. To this end, Robert E. Lee led his army across the Potomac River on two separate occasions, advancing toward Washington. In July, the two sides fought their first major engagement in the eastern theater — the First Battle of Bull Run (also known as the “First Battle of Manassas”). Union forces, under the command of General Irvin McDowell, numbered 35,000; Confederate forces, under the command of the renowned generals P.G.T. Beauregard and Joseph E. Johnston, numbered 22,000. Because the Union side had, beforehand, heavily publicized the coming engagement, confident of an easy victory, many residents of Washington, along with congressmen and journalists, dressed in their finest clothing and brought along picnic baskets, coming out to watch the battle unfold as if it were mere spectacle. Union forces, enjoying superior numbers, initially launched a fierce assault against the Confederate position across Bull Run creek; the Confederate general Thomas Jackson held firm against five successive Union assaults, earning himself the enduring nickname “Stonewall” as a result. Once Confederate reinforcements arrived, they launched a counterattack, decisively routing the Union forces. The final result: the North suffered nearly 3,000 casualties, and lost vast quantities of weapons, artillery, and ammunition; the South suffered roughly 2,000 casualties. The remaining Union forces fled in a state of near-panic back to Washington, and the entire city fell into a state of considerable alarm and confusion. From this point on, the main body of Union forces found itself tied down for an extended period defending the capital region. The Lincoln administration began preparing for a genuinely protracted conflict, and Congress authorized the recruitment of 500,000 additional troops, together with a substantial expansion of naval and munitions production capacity. On October 21, owing to a serious blunder by the Union commander, Charles Stone, part of the Union force under Colonel Edward Baker was trapped and encircled by Confederate forces at Ball’s Bluff, suffering more than 900 casualties, with Baker himself killed in the fighting. This fresh defeat once again badly shook the confidence of the northern government, which hastily mobilized a further 500,000 volunteer troops in response.

2. The Fighting of 1862. As 1862 began, the war grew increasingly intense. On February 22, in accordance with Lincoln’s own orders, Union forces launched a coordinated general offensive, advancing simultaneously from the west, the north, and the south against Confederate territory, while at the same time tightening the naval blockade of the southern coastline. The main axis of this offensive, under General George McClellan, was directed against Richmond; the Union navy, in coordination with General Benjamin Butler’s land forces, moved to capture New Orleans from the south; and, in the western theater, General Ulysses S. Grant led the offensive along the Mississippi River, seeking to secure this crucially important strategic waterway.

In the western theater, Union forces achieved a series of major victories. In February, Grant, with the support of Union naval gunboats, successively captured the strategically important Confederate strongholds of Fort Henry on the Tennessee River and Fort Donelson on the Cumberland River, capturing 15,000 prisoners and seizing more than 20,000 pieces of captured weaponry, along with vast quantities of other military supplies. At the same time, Union forces under General John Pope captured New Madrid on the Mississippi, forcing Confederate forces to abandon the strategically important town of Columbus on the river. In March, the North reorganized its command structure in the western theater, placing overall command of western operations under General Henry Halleck and establishing a Western Flotilla, considerably improving both command efficiency and overall operational effectiveness. On April 6, Grant, leading 60,000 men, advanced toward Pittsburg Landing, where he encountered a Confederate force of 40,000 under General Albert Sidney Johnston at Shiloh; the two sides fought a fierce two-day engagement, with neither side gaining a decisive advantage, and each suffering more than 10,000 casualties; the Confederate commander, General Johnston, was among those killed in the fighting. By late May, the 110,000-strong army under Halleck’s overall command had captured Corinth, Mississippi, and Memphis, Tennessee, liberating the entire state of Kentucky and the greater part of Tennessee as well. Apart from a stretch south of Vicksburg, the Mississippi River — the great north-south artery of the entire continent — had, by this point, largely fallen under Union control.

In the eastern theater, Union forces continued to focus their efforts on capturing Richmond, rather than seeking out and directly engaging the main body of Confederate forces. In late 1861, General George McClellan assumed command of the Army of the Potomac, a force of 100,000 men. For several months, he refrained from any active operations whatsoever, so that “there was no fighting along the Potomac front” for an extended period. He grossly overestimated the strength of the 55,000-strong Confederate force opposing him across the river, believing it to number as many as 150,000, and remained reluctant to take action, thereby granting the enemy ample time to make its own preparations for battle. Only after repeated urging from Lincoln did McClellan finally, on March 7, launch what became known as the “Peninsula Campaign” — first transporting his forces by water to the peninsula between the James and York rivers, and then advancing westward along the peninsula toward Richmond. By May, Union forces were prepared to launch a coordinated assault on Richmond, and the Confederate position appeared increasingly precarious. Robert E. Lee ordered Stonewall Jackson to launch an offensive against Washington from the Shenandoah Valley, defeating Union forces under General Nathaniel Banks and forcing Lincoln to recall McClellan’s forces just as they were on the verge of joining forces with McDowell’s army — thereby depriving the North of an excellent opportunity to capture the southern capital.

In late August, the two sides fought the “Second Battle of Bull Run” (also known as the “Second Battle of Manassas”), involving 80,000 Union troops and 54,000 Confederate troops. In this engagement, Robert E. Lee (hereafter “Lee”) used a small detachment of his own forces to pin down the main body of Union forces along their defensive line, while the bulk of his own army maneuvered to strike the Union flank and rear, decisively crushing the newly reorganized Union Army of Virginia. Union forces suffered 14,000 casualties, with a further 7,000 taken prisoner; Confederate casualties totaled 9,000. This defeat rendered utterly worthless a full year of Union gains in Virginia. Lee then drove the Union army entirely out of Virginia, advancing to the very outskirts of Washington itself. Lincoln, in urgent alarm, ordered McClellan to lead Union forces to meet this new threat. On September 17, 84,000 Union troops confronted 35,000 Confederate troops at the “Battle of Antietam.” Lee, having dispersed his forces too broadly, and with his own operational orders having been intercepted by Union forces, was defeated. McClellan, however, once again failed to take active action, allowing Lee’s army to withdraw safely, thereby losing an excellent opportunity to annihilate the Confederate army entirely. This engagement nevertheless held considerable strategic significance: it halted Lee’s own advance against the North, boosted Union morale, and improved the North’s own international standing, as Britain and France now found themselves unable to openly recognize the southern Confederacy.

In the naval fighting of this phase of limited war, the North held a clear advantage. Although the North suffered a series of early setbacks, and, on April 21, 1861, was forced to burn its own largest naval shipyard at Norfolk to prevent it from falling into Confederate hands, the North’s own formidable economic strength allowed it to quickly assemble a powerful navy of its own. On July 24, the Union Congress passed the “Act for the Temporary Increase of the Navy,” authorizing the recruitment of 7,500 volunteer naval officers, requisitioning various civilian vessels, and organizing four separate naval squadrons. The Union navy’s overall strategy was to impose a tight blockade along the entire length of the southern coastline, committing every available vessel to this effort. Smaller vessels were assigned to monitor coastal ports and river mouths, while larger vessels patrolled the waters some 100 nautical miles offshore in successive shifts. This blockade campaign proved only partially successful, since the South possessed 3,500 nautical miles of coastline, with 189 rivers emptying into the sea and countless scattered harbors and inlets, making it virtually impossible for the North to guard against every possible point of ingress and egress. The South employed small vessels displacing between 300 and 600 tons, taking advantage of storms, nighttime darkness, and disguise to slip through the blockade with comparative ease. In 1862, for every eight ships the South sent out, only one was captured. And yet the blockade did, nevertheless, have a genuine effect, causing a sharp decline in southern exports — the South’s principal export product, cotton, saw export value fall from $42,000,000 in 1861 to a mere $4,000,000 by 1862.

(2) The Phase of Total War (September 1862 – April 1865)

1. The Fighting from September to December 1862. Both sides fought two major engagements, one in each theater. In the East, General Ambrose Burnside replaced McClellan as commander of the Army of the Potomac. Rather than taking advantage of the favorable opportunity presented by the low morale of Lee’s forces following the Battle of Antietam to annihilate them, he instead once again adopted the old, familiar strategy of advancing directly on Richmond. He assembled an army of 120,000 men, and, positioning his forces to confront Lee across the Rappahannock River near Fredericksburg, spent precious time building pontoon bridges, allowing Lee ample opportunity to concentrate a force of 75,000 men and more than 300 artillery pieces, and to establish a formidable defensive position in readiness. On December 13, Union forces launched their assault, opening what became known as the “Battle of Fredericksburg.” Confederate forces, holding the high ground at Marye’s Heights, repelled six successive Union assaults, inflicting devastating Union casualties — 13,700 killed and wounded, compared with only 5,400 Confederate casualties. Owing to the unfavorable terrain, Lee did not press an immediate pursuit of the retreating Union forces.

In the West, from December 31 to January 2 of the following year, the two sides fought the “Battle of Murfreesboro” (or “Battle of Stones River”). In Tennessee, having captured Corinth, Union forces once again directed their offensive against Chattanooga, a crucial hub of the southern rail network. Union forces, under General William Rosecrans, numbered 45,000; Confederate forces, under General Braxton Bragg, numbered 35,000. On December 31, amid driving sleet and bitter cold, the two sides fought a fierce engagement at Murfreesboro. Confederate forces launched a fierce assault against the Union right flank, driving it back, but Union forces in the center and on the left held their ground. The following day, Union forces on the right counterattacked, recapturing their lost positions. Both sides then settled back into their original positions, facing one another in a standoff. This engagement was the most brutal fought since the beginning of the war, with each side suffering some 12,000 casualties. Union operations were thrown into disarray, and the northern offensive was halted for a full six months as a result.

2. The Fighting of 1863. The main focus of the fighting shifted from the eastern theater to the western theater. Union forces achieved a series of major victories that, in effect, “sounded the death knell for the South,” decisively shifting the overall balance of the war in the North’s favor. Over the course of this year, five major campaigns were fought.

(1) The Chancellorsville Campaign. Following the Battle of Fredericksburg, Burnside was relieved of command, replaced by General Joseph Hooker as commander of the Army of the Potomac. From April to May, Hooker led the Army of the Potomac, 130,000 strong, in an advance against Richmond. On May 2, at Chancellorsville, Hooker’s forces encountered Lee’s army, nearly 60,000 strong. Although at a clear numerical disadvantage, Lee compensated for this through flexible, mobile tactics. He divided his forces into two columns: he himself led one column to pin down the main body of Union forces, while Jackson led the other in a flanking maneuver around the Union right. On the afternoon of May 2, Jackson’s forces launched their assault, decisively defeating the Union Eleventh Corps. On May 3, Confederate forces pressed the attack against the entire Union front, from both the front and the flank, further expanding their gains, and Union forces collapsed in disarray. On May 5, Hooker withdrew his forces back across the Rappahannock River. In this engagement, the North lost 17,000 men, of whom 7,650 were taken prisoner; the South lost 12,000 men — including its own celebrated general, Stonewall Jackson, who was killed in the fighting.

(2) The Gettysburg Campaign. In June, Lee’s army, 80,000 strong, invaded Pennsylvania, once again throwing the North into a state of grave alarm. Lincoln urgently ordered the Army of the Potomac to meet this new threat. At this point, General George Meade had replaced Hooker as commander of the Army of the Potomac, and he led a force of 110,000 men to confront Lee. On July 1, the two sides fought a fierce engagement at the crucially important crossroads town of Gettysburg. Lee, underestimating the fighting capability of Union forces, abandoned his own usual strategy of mobile maneuver and flanking action, adopting instead the direct frontal-assault tactics he had so rarely employed before. On July 1, the Union position north of Gettysburg came under fierce assault from a single Confederate corps, and Union forces, unable to hold their ground, were forced to fall back into the town of Gettysburg itself. On July 2, Meade occupied a new defensive position south of Gettysburg, repelling repeated Confederate assaults, though at heavy cost to his own forces as well. On July 3, the fighting reached its climax. Meade’s forces successfully repelled a Confederate assault against the Union left flank, recapturing lost positions. Lee’s army suffered a decisive defeat, and subsequently withdrew from the battlefield. Meade, however, exercising excessive caution, and having himself suffered heavy casualties, failed to press a vigorous pursuit of Lee’s retreating forces. In this engagement, Union forces killed or wounded 28,000 Confederate soldiers, and killed two Confederate brigade commanders and fifteen regimental commanders; Union forces, too, paid a heavy price, suffering 23,000 casualties. The “Great Victory at Gettysburg” carried enormous strategic significance, decisively reversing the overall balance of the war in the eastern theater. From this point on, Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia lost, once and for all, its capacity to mount any further offensive action, and the North firmly secured the strategic initiative in the eastern theater.

(3) The Vicksburg Campaign. Vicksburg was a strategically crucial position controlling the Mississippi River and the rail network of the western theater — the sole remaining link connecting the various Confederate states divided by the Mississippi, and accordingly known as the “Gibraltar of the South.” As Lincoln himself observed: “The moment we capture Vicksburg, the entire region will fall into our grasp. Unless we seize this very key, this war can never come to its end.” For this reason, the South defended this fortress stronghold with substantial forces, and repeated earlier Union assaults had all been repulsed. On May 18, Grant, commanding three army corps totaling 80,000 men, once again laid siege to Vicksburg. Union forces, supported by naval gunfire, launched several assaults, but were repulsed each time by the formidable Confederate fortifications, suffering 3,200 casualties; Grant then settled into a prolonged siege instead. After forty-seven days of siege and continuous bombardment, the Confederate garrison within the city found itself entirely out of ammunition and provisions. On July 4, Union forces launched a general assault, and the Confederate commander, John Pemberton, unable to hold out any longer, surrendered his forces. In this campaign, Union forces captured a combined total of 37,000 prisoners, and killed or wounded a further 10,000, including fifteen Confederate generals, and seized 172 artillery pieces; Union forces themselves suffered more than 9,000 casualties. Shortly afterward, a further 6,000 Confederate troops at Port Hudson likewise laid down their arms. The great victory at Vicksburg stands as the single most brilliant Union triumph of the entire war. With this, the North secured control over the entire length of the Mississippi River, splitting Confederate territory entirely in two. As Lincoln himself joyfully remarked: “The Father of Waters again goes unvexed to the sea.”

(4) The Chickamauga Campaign. In early September, Union forces captured Chattanooga, a crucial rail hub in the South. On September 18, Confederate forces, 66,000 strong under General Braxton Bragg, launched a counteroffensive, seeking to recapture this vital strategic hub. Union forces, 58,000 strong under General William Rosecrans, took up defensive positions along Chickamauga Creek, outside Chattanooga. On September 19, Confederate forces launched a general offensive along the entire front, cutting off Union access to the creek and forcing Union troops to bivouac for the night on open, waterless ground. On September 20, Confederate forces renewed their assault; although their right flank made little progress, other sectors of their offensive achieved considerable success. Rosecrans, in a state of panic, hastily withdrew a third of his own forces toward Chattanooga, leaving the remaining Union troops in a position of grave peril. At this point, Union general George Thomas reorganized the remaining Union forces to mount a stand, holding out until late that night before finally withdrawing to Chattanooga as well — an achievement that earned Thomas the enduring nickname “the Rock of Chickamauga.” Both sides suffered extremely heavy losses in this engagement: Union forces suffered 16,000 casualties and missing, and lost thirty-six artillery pieces; Confederate losses totaled 18,000. Although the South achieved a tactical victory in this engagement, it came at tremendous cost, and yielded no real strategic benefit. This proved to be the last major Confederate offensive action undertaken in the western theater; from this point on, the fortunes of the southern Confederacy declined steadily with each passing day.

(5) The Chattanooga Campaign. Following the Chickamauga campaign, Confederate forces besieged Chattanooga, cutting off Union supply lines, and by mid-October the Union forces there found themselves nearly out of food, their situation growing increasingly precarious; Union commander Rosecrans, in a state of near-panic, proved unable to cope with the crisis. To secure this crucially important strategic hub, the North took emergency measures: Lincoln ordered Thomas to replace Rosecrans as commander at Chattanooga, and ordered the Army of the Potomac to hasten reinforcements to Chattanooga’s relief. Two Union corps, 23,000 strong, undertook the largest railroad-based troop movement of the entire war, covering 2,000 kilometers in just twelve days to reach Chattanooga; four further Union divisions from the western theater likewise hastened there as well. Grant, who by this point had assumed overall command of Union forces in the western theater, personally directed the ensuing Battle of Chattanooga. Union forces there numbered nearly 60,000; Confederate forces, under General Bragg, numbered 64,000. The two sides began fighting for control of Chattanooga on November 24. That day, Union forces launched an assault, capturing Lookout Mountain, which commanded the Confederate left flank; because Union forces made use of dense fog to cover their assault on this height, the engagement came to be known as the “Battle Above the Clouds.” On the 25th, Union forces broke through the center of the Confederate defensive line, and Confederate forces collapsed into general retreat along the entire front. Over the following two days, Union forces pressed their pursuit, driving Confederate forces all the way to Dalton. In this engagement, Confederate forces suffered more than 3,000 casualties, with a further 6,000 taken prisoner. Union forces thereby secured firm control over the vital rail hub of Chattanooga, gaining the strategic base they needed for their subsequent advance into the heart of the southern Confederacy.

3. The Fighting of 1864. In the eastern theater, Grant adopted a strategy of attrition, seeking to inflict maximum casualties on the enemy’s effective fighting strength wherever possible. In late April, Grant led an army of 120,000 men southward; Lee, by contrast, could muster only 60,000 men to meet him, and his forces, moreover, suffered from inadequate supplies. On May 4, the two sides fought a fierce engagement in the “Wilderness” region of Virginia. Union forces engaged numbered 120,000, with 316 artillery pieces; Confederate forces numbered 64,000, with 274 artillery pieces. To prevent Grant’s forces from advancing toward Richmond, Lee launched a fierce assault against the approaching Union columns at dawn on the 5th; the fighting raged for a full day, and Lee ultimately succeeded in checking the Union right-flank offensive. On the 6th, Lee’s forces very nearly broke through the Union center, but, at the critical moment, General James Longstreet, leading the advance, was accidentally wounded by friendly fire from his own troops. Amid the resulting confusion, the Union right flank’s own offensive was checked and repelled. From May 8 to 13, at Spotsylvania Court House, the two sides fought the first trench warfare of modern military history. After ten days of bloody fighting, neither side gained a decisive advantage. Union casualties were extremely heavy, and Grant’s forces found themselves unable to renew their offensive. From June 1 to 3, the two sides fought the “Battle of Cold Harbor” (also known as the “Cold Harbor Campaign”). Lee’s forces, 59,000 strong, launched an assault against the crucially important road junction of Cold Harbor, ten miles northeast of Richmond. Union forces, having received reinforcements, repelled the Confederate assault. On June 3, Grant’s forces, by this point 108,000 strong, ordered an assault against the Confederate right flank and center, but were repelled with heavy losses. In this engagement, Union forces suffered more than 7,000 casualties, while Confederate losses totaled fewer than 1,200. Over the course of more than a month of continuous fighting, Union forces suffered a combined total of more than 50,000 casualties, while Confederate casualties totaled 32,000. Yet the North, with its abundant manpower reserves, was quickly able to replenish its losses, whereas Lee’s army, given the South’s increasingly depleted manpower resources, found it far more difficult to make good its own losses — precisely the outcome Grant had sought through his strategy of attrition. From June 15 to 18, Grant advanced against Petersburg, an important stronghold south of Richmond, attempting to encircle the southern capital through a flanking maneuver, but was repulsed by Confederate forces under General P.G.T. Beauregard, suffering more than 10,000 casualties in the process. For the following several months, the two sides settled into a prolonged standoff. To tie down Union forces elsewhere, Lee once again resorted to his familiar tactic of a diversionary flanking maneuver, dispatching General Jubal Early with 15,000 men to launch a rapid strike against Washington. Early’s forces plundered and burned as they advanced, cutting off all telegraph communication lines connecting the North, severing Washington’s communication with the outside world entirely, and provoking considerable alarm throughout the North. Grant urgently ordered General Philip Sheridan to lead 55,000 men to intercept and block Early’s advance. The two sides then fought what came to be known as the “Battle of the Shenandoah Valley,” a campaign that continued from August all the way through to March of the following year, ultimately ending with Early’s forces, their ammunition and supplies entirely exhausted, being completely destroyed.

In the western theater, Union general William Tecumseh Sherman assembled a formidable force of 100,000 battle-hardened veterans. Facing him was Confederate general Joseph E. Johnston, commanding a battered and depleted force of only 62,000 men. Sherman boldly adopted a strategy of rapid advance unsupported by any rear supply base, aiming to destroy Johnston’s army and to seize Atlanta, the industrial heart of the South. Sherman’s forces set out from Chattanooga, advancing rapidly with minimal baggage, maneuvering around Johnston’s flanks and rear, and driving straight toward Atlanta. In late July, Confederate forces under General John Bell Hood launched several counterattacks, all of which were repulsed, with Confederate forces suffering roughly 10,000 casualties, and were ultimately forced to abandon Atlanta. On September 2, Sherman’s forces entered Atlanta, and Sherman then implemented a policy of “total terror” — ordering the destruction of every piece of industrial equipment in the city, even having the very railway tracks torn up and bent out of shape, and burning nearly the entire city to the ground. This greatest of all southern industrial cities was, within a short span of time, reduced to an utterly lifeless ruin. Sherman then proposed his famous “March to the Sea,” aiming at Savannah, a strategically important coastal city of Georgia. He selected 62,000 of his finest troops, including large numbers of Black soldiers, and, carrying twenty days’ worth of provisions, set out on November 15. To confuse the enemy as to his true intentions, Sherman had his forces advance along multiple parallel columns, marching abreast of one another in a broad, sweeping front. Inspired by the promise of revolutionary triumph, his soldiers marched forward singing “John Brown’s Body,” their spirits high. Over the course of a little more than a month, Sherman’s army advanced more than 500 kilometers, systematically destroying southern plantations, towns, villages, and factories along the way, severely undermining the South’s remaining capacity to continue the war. On December 21, with the support of the Union navy, his forces captured Savannah, completing the “March to the Sea” and splitting the territory of the southern Confederacy entirely in two along its eastern flank — laying the essential foundation for the final Union victory over the South.

4. The Fighting of 1865. By 1865, the war had entered its final stage. The South, its resources exhausted, now stood on the very brink of total collapse. At one point, Lee’s own army had no more than two days’ worth of food supplies remaining. Basic necessities of daily life had become extraordinarily scarce throughout the South, and its economy had ground to a virtual standstill. Confederate soldiers, their fighting spirit utterly broken, deserted in tens of thousands. Enslaved Black people continued to flee their bondage in large numbers, or to rise in open revolt. And yet the remnants of the southern rebellion continued to cling desperately to their doomed cause, fighting a hopeless, last-ditch struggle. Lee, now elevated to overall command of all Confederate forces, placed his hopes on joining forces with Johnston’s own army, hoping thereby to prolong the war through a strategy of continued attrition against the North, and thus to secure a negotiated settlement on more favorable terms. But, lacking both adequate manpower and resources, and unable to mount any genuinely mobile operations, this objective ultimately proved impossible to achieve.

Grant, the Union’s overall commanding general, had by this point already calculated the very real possibility that Lee’s forces might succeed in breaking through Union lines to join forces with Johnston’s army in North Carolina, and resolved to launch a final, decisive offensive without delay, giving the South no further opportunity to catch its breath. On January 15, Union naval forces, sixty warships strong, launched an assault against Wilmington, the last remaining port still open to the South. After three days of bombardment, Union forces captured Fort Fisher, which guarded the harbor’s approach. On February 22, Union forces captured Wilmington itself, thereby severing the South’s last remaining link with the outside world entirely. On February 1, Sherman led his army, 60,000 strong, in a surprise advance from Savannah into North Carolina, striking directly at Lee’s own rear. This advance proved considerably more arduous than the earlier “March to the Sea,” requiring Sherman’s forces to cross innumerable rivers and swamps along the way. Sherman’s forces overcame one obstacle after another, capturing Columbia on February 16 and occupying Charleston on February 18. Along the way, Sherman’s forces systematically destroyed enemy supply depots and railway bridges to their rear, reducing Lee’s entire supply of provisions for April to nothing but ashes. On March 21, Sherman and Grant’s two armies joined forces, completing the encirclement of Lee’s own army. On April 1, the two sides fought their final decisive engagement at Five Forks, fifteen kilometers southwest of Petersburg. Sheridan’s cavalry, supported by infantry, annihilated 12,000 Confederate troops, cutting off Lee’s own connection with Richmond entirely. Grant’s forces then launched a general assault against Petersburg, a strategic stronghold that had by this point been besieged for a full ten months, finally capturing it on April 3. Over the course of this ten-month siege of Petersburg, both sides suffered extremely heavy casualties — Union forces suffered 42,000 casualties, and Confederate forces 28,000 — making it the single costliest and most grueling siege campaign of the entire Civil War. With the fall of Petersburg, Confederate resistance collapsed entirely, and Lee’s forces were forced to hastily abandon Richmond as well. Union forces pressed the pursuit relentlessly, giving the retreating Confederate army no opportunity whatsoever to catch its breath. On April 9, Lee, with the remnants of his own army — a mere 29,000 men — finding himself with no possible route of escape remaining, surrendered to Grant’s forces at Appomattox Court House. On April 26, Johnston, too, raised the white flag of surrender. On May 10, Jefferson Davis, “President” of the southern Confederacy, was captured. By June 2, the last remnants of Confederate resistance had laid down their arms entirely; the total number of Confederate soldiers who ultimately surrendered reached as many as 170,000.

In the naval fighting of this later, total-war phase of the conflict, the North continued to hold overwhelming naval superiority over the South. The Union navy expanded with remarkable speed: by 1863 it possessed 588 vessels and 34,000 personnel; by 1864, its fleet had grown to 671 vessels, with 51,500 personnel; and by war’s end, it possessed more than 700 vessels in total. The Union navy focused its efforts chiefly on maintaining its blockade of the southern coastline, and, as its fleet grew in size, the effectiveness of this blockade steadily improved as well. In 1863, for every four ships the South sent out to sea, one was captured; by 1865, this ratio had risen to one captured for every two vessels sent out. Over the course of the entire war, the North captured more than 1,500 southern vessels of various types.

Faced with this suffocating Union blockade, the South, for its part, retaliated in kind, dispatching more than a hundred privateer vessels to raid northern merchant shipping, inflicting losses on the North of 285 ships sunk or captured, with cargo losses valued at some $25,000,000. The southern navy also continued to pursue a policy of “technological superiority,” working urgently to develop new types of weaponry. On February 17, 1863, the South’s development of a submarine achieved success, and this vessel went on to sink the Union warships Housatonic and Houston. In October 1863, the South also experimented with mine-laying vessels in combat, achieving a degree of success with this new tactic as well.

On April 14, 1865, just as the Civil War was drawing to its final close, President Lincoln, while watching a comedy performance at Ford’s Theatre in Washington, was shot by the actor John Wilkes Booth, and died of his wounds the following day. And yet this act of assassination could no longer alter or reverse the South’s already-sealed fate of defeat; the war had, by this point, already concluded in total and complete Union victory.



III. Commentary

The American Civil War was, in essence, America’s second bourgeois revolution — a continuation of the first American revolution, the War of Independence itself. At the same time, the American Civil War likewise reflected, in the military sphere, the broader transformative impact of the global Industrial Revolution, and opened an entirely new chapter in the history of world warfare. War had, with this conflict, entered the industrial age; the strategic direction of war, the application of equipment and technology, the use of tactical methods, and the conduct of logistical support all underwent profound transformation compared with the agricultural age that had preceded it, transformations that went on to shape the subsequent development of world history in fundamental ways. As Marx himself observed: this war carried “immense, world-historical, progressive, and revolutionary significance.” We fully endorse this assessment, and would encourage readers to draw on the study of this particular battle case as a means of deepening their own understanding of historical materialism, and of grasping more fully the distinctly time-bound and stage-specific character of warfare’s own historical development — while at the same time gaining a deeper appreciation of the broader origins and development of American history itself.

(1) A Correct and Resolutely Held Political Line Was the Essential Political Precondition for Union Victory

Before the war, Lincoln made every effort to avoid outright conflict, consistently displaying considerable patience and restraint toward the South, hoping to avert war through political and economic means wherever possible. As the southern states edged ever closer to open rebellion, Republican Party chairman William Seward urged the public to “treat the South with kindness, patience, and generosity until such time as those who have rebelled come, of their own accord, to reconsider their actions….” Once war had broken out, the Lincoln administration continued to hope that concessions might yet persuade the South to abandon its rebellion and restore the unity of the federal union. In July 1861, Congress passed a resolution declaring that “the purpose of this war is not the abolition of slavery or interference with the rights of any state, but solely the preservation of the Union.” Lincoln and the North pursued this cautious approach out of genuine concern that the war might spiral out of control, escalating into a full-blown revolutionary conflict. In December 1861, in a message to Congress, Lincoln himself remarked: “In weighing the policies necessary to suppress this rebellion, I have consistently remained wary and cautious, seeking always to prevent the unavoidable conflicts that this purpose entails from degenerating into a fierce and merciless revolutionary war.” He repeatedly and explicitly instructed Union commanders in the field to return any escaped southern slaves to their masters. In August 1861, because General John Frémont had, on his own initiative, freed enslaved Black people within his own theater of command, Lincoln went so far as to relieve him of his command in the western theater entirely.

The Lincoln administration’s conciliatory, accommodating stance toward the southern rebellion only further emboldened southern rebel elements to press for outright independence and secession. Southern rebels enrolled returned fugitive slaves into their own armed forces, armed local militia using weapons drawn from local armories, and, exploiting the North’s own evident weakness, waged an extensive diplomatic struggle abroad, hoping to secure the support of international public opinion. Under these circumstances, the federal government found itself confronting a genuinely severe crisis, as domestic unrest grew and popular enthusiasm for enlistment declined sharply. Many local citizens took to the streets in protest, demanding that Lincoln purge the army and government of passive, obstructionist elements and outright counterrevolutionaries, calling for the immediate emancipation of enslaved Black people, and demanding that land be distributed to the people without compensation — with every political faction, the more radical elements above all, exerting mounting pressure on Lincoln to act. Behind this, so-called “Copperhead” counterrevolutionary elements grew increasingly brazen in their activities, agitating everywhere against the war, spreading malicious rumors to sow confusion, and working to undermine military morale. At the same time, the great bourgeoisie of the North engaged in rampant speculative activity throughout the war, exploiting the conflict to reap enormous profits, with some even going so far as to sell inferior, substandard weaponry directly to the government itself. The broader international situation, too, remained extremely tense during this period. By the summer of 1862, Britain and a number of other European powers had already begun preparing to recognize the South as an “independent nation,” with Britain prepared to act on this recognition the moment Lee’s army successfully invaded the North.

The unfolding course of the Civil War ultimately thrust Lincoln to the very forefront of the tide of history. Lincoln, worthy of his reputation as a truly great statesman, moved decisively with the tide of history, overcoming the obstruction of conservative elements within his own government, and boldly adopted a series of genuinely revolutionary measures. First, on January 1, 1863, he formally issued the Emancipation Proclamation, solemnly declaring: “All persons held as slaves within any rebellious state shall be, from this point forward, forever free. Qualified Black persons will be permitted to enlist in the Union army.” This measure struck directly at the South’s own vital weakness, sounding the death knell for the deeply entrenched institution of slavery, which had persisted for nearly two hundred years, and gave 4,000,000 enslaved Black Americans their first genuine glimpse of freedom on the horizon, prompting them to rise up and join the struggle for their own liberation. As Charles Dana, Assistant Secretary of War, himself observed: “Amending the constitutional order so as to abolish slavery was among the most important military measures of the entire war — it was, in effect, equivalent to adding at least a million fresh troops to the battlefield.” The Proclamation also made clear, to people the world over, that what was unfolding in America was not merely an ordinary civil war, but rather a genuinely just war aimed at burying, once and for all, the savage and inhumane institution of slavery itself. The peoples of the world — the peoples of Britain and France above all — extended substantial support to the just cause of the North, and, through demonstrations, protests, and other forms of activism, succeeded in preventing their own respective governments from undertaking any armed intervention on behalf of the South. Second, on May 20, 1862, Lincoln promulgated the Homestead Act. Under this act, any individual, upon payment of a mere ten-dollar processing fee, could claim 160 acres of public land, and, after cultivating this land for five years, would gain full and permanent ownership of it. This measure bore a certain resemblance to the “land reform” policies later pursued by the Chinese Communist Party during its own Agrarian Revolutionary War — in effect, distributing land to the common people at nominal cost, thereby satisfying, to a considerable degree, the long-standing aspirations of ordinary people that had gone unmet for decades, kindling tremendous popular enthusiasm, and accelerating the development and settlement of the western territories. At the same time, this measure also spurred the working population of the South, white southerners included, to resist and oppose the oppressive rule of the slaveholding class through every means available — draft evasion alone claimed some 150,000 southerners, and more than 200,000 Confederate soldiers deserted over the course of the war. Southern workers and farmers, too, resisted the tyranny of the slaveholding class through strikes, uprisings, and other forms of organized resistance. Third, Lincoln implemented a system of military conscription. In the early stages of the Civil War, the North relied on a purely voluntary system of enlistment. Beginning on March 3, 1863, the North implemented the Enrollment Act, which required every man between the ages of twenty and forty-five to fulfill his obligation of military service, thereby transforming military service, for the first time in American history, into a mandatory civic duty and obligation, rather than a purely voluntary undertaking — a genuinely major transformation in the history of the American military, one that played a tremendously important role in expanding Union troop strength. Lincoln’s own series of revolutionary measures served, in effect, as a rallying cry that spurred the broader population — Black Americans above all — into ever more determined and energetic struggle, uniting them in shared hatred of a common enemy, and rallying them together in the common cause of opposing the southern institution of slavery — a unity of purpose that ultimately determined the final, doomed fate of the southern rebellion.

(2) Strategic Direction and Operational Command Were the Deeper Underlying Factors Determining Victory or Defeat in This War

In the earlier stages of the war, Lincoln himself had originally proposed a comparatively sound strategic plan, calling for the North to make full use of its own manpower advantage, launching offensive operations simultaneously all along the vast length of the southern Confederacy’s borders, applying pressure to the South on every front at once, and thereby forcing southern forces to disperse their own strength in order to cope with these multiple, simultaneous threats — an approach that would have significantly eased the task of ultimately breaking through the South’s own defensive system. This particular strategic proposal, however, was rejected by Union military commanders, who regarded it as a violation of the traditional principle of concentrating one’s own forces. In its place, Union commander-in-chief Winfield Scott formulated the strategy that came to be known as the “Anaconda Plan,” a strategy that concentrated its primary focus on the eastern theater, treating a rigid, methodical positional war centered on the defense of Washington as its principal objective. This particular strategy, however, proved almost entirely unworkable in practice, since it dispersed Union military strength across a defensive front spanning more than 13,000 kilometers, allowing Confederate forces the ability, at any point along this vast perimeter, to concentrate their own strength and break through the “serpent’s body” at any single point they chose, thereby severing it entirely, and rendering the North’s entire strategic plan an utter failure. Even had the “Anaconda Plan” achieved some degree of localized success — even, say, along the Potomac front — the overall war would nevertheless have continued to drag on indefinitely, with no clear end in sight. Robert E. Lee, the southern Confederacy’s own commander, by contrast, formulated a strategic plan grounded in a realistic assessment of the vast disparity in strength between the two sides, adopting a strategy of offense as the best defense, seeking to seize and maintain the strategic initiative throughout the war. He believed that, given its own overall disadvantage, the South needed to abandon a purely defensive posture and instead go over to the offensive, exploiting mobility to seek out local numerical superiority over the enemy wherever the opportunity presented itself. Guided by this basic strategic orientation, the South adopted a fundamentally active, aggressive operational philosophy, seeking to secure the strategic initiative in the war through the systematic destruction of Union effective fighting strength. This particular approach yielded genuinely favorable results in the war’s early stages: throughout this earlier phase of the conflict, the South consistently held the strategic initiative, and succeeded in securing substantial outside assistance as well, leaving the overall situation extremely favorable to the southern cause.

Once the war had entered its full-scale, total-war phase, however, the Union’s own strategic approach underwent a fundamental transformation. Grant, upon assuming overall command of Union forces, adopted a strategic approach that was both genuinely active and appropriately prudent, seeking to concentrate his own forces and advance steadily and methodically, gradually seizing territory under Confederate control while continually wearing down Confederate combat strength through sustained attrition. Beyond this, taking a genuinely comprehensive, strategic view of the war as a whole, Grant advanced the concept of “total war” — a strategy that combined the systematic destruction of the enemy’s own military strength with a broader campaign of political and economic struggle, employing terror tactics deliberately intended to break the will and fighting spirit of the southern military and civilian population alike, thereby forcing the South into unconditional surrender. He explicitly declared, “I am resolved to continue applying relentless pressure against the enemy’s own armed forces and against his resources without pause — and, should there be no other way, we shall bring him, through the accumulated weight of sheer attrition alone, to a point where he has no option left but surrender.” The purpose behind this approach, as he himself explained, was “to ensure that they come to know, in the fullest possible measure, the true bitterness and suffering that war entails, so that no generation to come will ever again dare to resort to war…. We must resolve to clear away and destroy every obstacle in our path; should it prove necessary, we shall kill every man who stands against us, seize every inch of territory, and confiscate every piece of property. In short, we shall destroy everything we deem it necessary to destroy, and we shall not rest until our objective has been achieved.” As Grant’s own biographer, Adam Badeau, wrote of him: “He understood full well that he was waging a genuine people’s war. Unless the southern army and the southern population alike were thoroughly subdued, the war could never truly come to an end.” The enemy’s own “slaves, supplies, crops, livestock, and munitions — indeed, every single resource necessary for the enemy to continue waging this war — were, in his view, so many weapons in the enemy’s own arsenal, every one of which must, without exception, be either seized outright or else utterly destroyed.” His subordinate, General Sherman, for instance, upon capturing Atlanta, immediately ordered the wholesale destruction of every piece of industrial equipment in the city, going so far as to have the very railway tracks torn up and bent out of shape, and, in the process, burned nearly half the entire city to the ground — reducing this greatest of all southern industrial cities to a lifeless ruin within a matter of moments. Grant’s own strategy of “terror” exerted a profound and lasting influence on the subsequent development of American military thought. The unmistakable influence of this same strategic approach can, in fact, be traced through later American strategic doctrines as well, including the doctrine of nuclear deterrence and the concept of “massive retaliation.”

The South, by contrast, faced with so vast a disparity in overall strength between the two sides, nevertheless persisted stubbornly in pursuing a strategy of outright offense, entirely abandoning its earlier posture of “offense as the best defense.” It planned to invade Maryland, hoping to defeat Union forces on Union soil itself, and, should the opportunity arise, to press its offensive further still, threatening major northern cities such as Philadelphia, Baltimore, or even Washington itself — hoping thereby to draw Union forces in the western theater eastward, and hoping, at the same time, to secure the diplomatic support and recognition of the European powers. This particular southern strategy, however, suffered from serious inherent flaws. First, it placed excessive emphasis on the eastern theater, seriously underestimating the vital strategic importance the western theater held for the South’s own survival — it was, after all, precisely by concentrating its own strength in the western theater that the North was ultimately able to drive the South into a position of total and irreversible collapse. Second, this southern strategy failed to properly account for the South’s own severe limitations in manpower and the considerable difficulties it faced in logistical resupply, so that, in the course of its own offensive operations, the South steadily exhausted whatever remaining strength and vitality it possessed — a strategic miscalculation that ultimately sealed its own defeat.

(3) The Development and Widespread Battlefield Application of New Equipment and Technology Was an Important Factor in Union Victory

The invention and widespread use of the electric telegraph greatly facilitated the exercise of military command, making long-distance direction of military operations a genuine reality for the very first time. Grant, for instance, made full and effective use of the telegraph system, allowing him to maintain close and continuous contact with theater commanders located many hundreds of kilometers away, even as Lincoln himself remained in Washington — enabling him to keep abreast, at any moment, of developments on the battlefield, and to issue orders in a timely fashion, thereby greatly enhancing the overall efficiency of command, and proving of enormous value both for maintaining operational secrecy and for executing strategic surprise attacks. To ensure the timely delivery of logistical supplies, Union forces made extensive use of the nation’s comparatively long railway trunk lines, employing armored trains and continually improving their own technical methods, thereby raising both the operational speed of the rail network and the overall mobility and logistical support capacity of Union forces considerably. Union infantry made extensive use of front-loading, rifled repeating firearms, considerably increasing both effective range and lethality. Union artillery, too, made extensive use of rifled cannon, significantly increasing effective range, and continually improved both the materials and construction of its artillery pieces, increasing barrel thickness and continually enlarging caliber, so that some pieces were capable of firing shells weighing as much as 200 pounds; through the additional use of explosive shells and other specialized ammunition types, the overall lethality of Union artillery was significantly enhanced as well. From our own study of the Battle of Gettysburg, we can see how Union forces made effective, coordinated use of repeating rifles together with both rifled and smoothbore artillery, in combination with the local terrain, to inflict massive casualties on advancing Confederate formations. Their specific method involved first bombarding the enemy from the greatest possible distance using their longest-ranged rifled artillery, then engaging at intermediate range with shorter-ranged rifled pieces, and finally engaging at close range with their shortest-ranged smoothbore artillery. After this sustained, successive bombardment, Confederate assault formations found themselves utterly exhausted by the time they reached the forward edge of the Union defensive position, the ground before them littered with the bodies of their own dead and dying. Southern artillery, by contrast, was not only inferior in overall numbers, but its smoothbore pieces, too, suffered from comparatively short range and limited destructive power, and proved incapable of inflicting comparably severe damage on the Union’s own defensive positions. This overall development in military technology drove the conduct of warfare itself toward an ever-greater pursuit of large-scale, mass-casualty destruction, dramatically increasing the overall rate of battlefield casualties, and correspondingly expanding the overall scale of warfare itself.

In terms of naval capability, the Union made full use of its own considerable advantages in shipbuilding capacity, manufacturing armored warships on a massive scale, and using these vessels to form dedicated ironclad squadrons. These ironclads were powered by steam engines, equipped with rotating gun turrets, and armed with breech-loading rifled artillery. Compared with earlier vessels, these ironclads were faster, more heavily armored, and possessed considerably greater firepower. Although the South, too, eventually came to recognize the tremendous importance ironclad warships held for naval warfare, it began developing its own such vessels comparatively late in the war, and, lacking an adequate industrial foundation to draw upon, was forced instead to place particular emphasis on technological innovation and adaptation, and on strengthening its own firepower and other capabilities through improvised means, in order to enhance the overall combat effectiveness of the vessels it did manage to build. To counter the Union’s own considerable naval superiority, the South improved its own naval mine technology, and developed minesweeping equipment of its own as well, using these innovations to strike at Union ironclad squadrons and to help break the Union’s own naval blockade. The South also invented and successfully deployed a functioning submarine, which went on to sink two Union warships — the first-ever successful combat deployment of a submarine in the entire history of naval warfare, foreshadowing the revolutionary developments that would later transform naval warfare in the century to come.

(4) The Offensive and Defensive Tactics Employed by Both Sides Underwent Considerable Development over the Course of the War

In the early stages of the war, because the overall quality of Union officers was, on the whole, somewhat inferior to that of their Confederate counterparts, Union tactical organization and command proved correspondingly rigid and unimaginative. On the offensive, Union forces frequently advanced in dense, tightly ordered formations, charging directly against enemies sheltered behind well-fortified defensive positions, thereby offering the enemy an easy and inviting target. At the Battle of Cold Harbor, for instance, Union forces launched a direct frontal assault and suffered nearly 7,000 casualties in less than half an hour of fighting. In the great majority of engagements fought throughout the war, Union casualties consistently exceeded those suffered by Confederate forces. As the war progressed, however, Union offensive and defensive tactics gradually improved, with growing emphasis placed on the use of artillery to provide direct fire support for infantry operations, and, on the offensive, on massed, concentrated bombardment intended to destroy the enemy’s own defensive fortifications — a development that, in turn, significantly reduced the frequency of the older-style massed infantry charges and close-quarters bayonet fighting that had characterized earlier engagements. Confederate tactics, too, grew increasingly flexible and adaptive over the course of the war, placing growing emphasis, in the conduct of offensive operations, on the use of dispersed skirmishing formations, avoiding direct frontal assaults wherever possible, and adopting “seeking out the flank” as a common tactical maxim. At the Battle of Murfreesboro, for instance, Union forces, under the direction of General Rosecrans, made skillful use of concentrated artillery support to mount a decisive concentrated assault against the Confederate right flank, successfully recapturing lost positions. Both sides, in this particular engagement, displayed a remarkably sophisticated command of firepower coordination and tactical mobility; this engagement, too, proved to be the single most brutal and costly of the entire war up to that point, with each side suffering some 12,000 casualties, and bringing operations in the western theater to a complete standstill for a full six months as a result.

The development of artillery capability, in turn, drove considerable advances in the construction of field fortifications and defensive earthworks. On May 4, 1864, in the “Battle of the Wilderness” in Virginia, the two sides engaged in the first-ever trench warfare of modern military history. Union forces engaged in this battle numbered 120,000, with 316 artillery pieces; Confederate forces numbered 64,000, with 274 artillery pieces. In the region around Spotsylvania Court House, Confederate forces dug trenches and fortifications extending for hundreds of kilometers in total, with each trench connected to further communication trenches running in every direction, forming an intricate network of interlocking defensive works, and, at key operational points and in nearby villages, further specially constructed and heavily fortified strongpoints as well. In this particular engagement, Union forces employed a methodical strategy of trench-by-trench, fortification-by-fortification assault, with infantry engaging in continuous, close-quarters siege operations, and the fighting proved extraordinarily intense throughout. This particular engagement began on May 5 and concluded on the 12th, lasting seven days in all, with neither side gaining a decisive advantage; Union forces suffered more than 35,000 casualties, while Confederate casualties totaled roughly 12,000.

Union forces likewise placed considerable emphasis on close coordination between their land and naval forces. In 1861, the Union navy, in coordination with Union land forces, captured the strategically important port of Royal, thereby securing a reliable base from which to blockade the southern Atlantic coastline. This operation simultaneously disrupted southern operational planning, forcing southern land forces to divert reinforcements toward the Royal area in response. The Union navy also captured the Confederate stronghold at Hatteras, forcing southern land forces to disperse their own strength further still in order to defend their coastline. In the course of Sherman’s own “March to the Sea,” Union naval and land forces operated in close coordination as well, and this coordination proved of considerable importance in the eventual capture of Savannah, the important coastal stronghold of Georgia.

(5) The Establishment of a Unified, Highly Efficient Logistical Support System Was an Important Material Foundation for Union Victory

Over the course of the American Civil War, the two sides together mobilized a combined total of nearly 4,000,000 troops, transitioning their respective military recruitment systems from voluntary enlistment to compulsory conscription over the course of the conflict. The war front extended across several thousand kilometers, and both sides committed the whole of their national strength, mobilizing every available human and material resource in pursuit of victory. Both sides organized massive army groups, numbering several hundred thousand men each — the North’s own Army of the Potomac and the South’s Army of Northern Virginia, for instance, both grew, at their peak, to exceed 100,000 men in strength. The scale of destruction and the severity of casualties suffered in this war were virtually unprecedented in the annals of modern military history up to that point. Battlefield casualty rates proved extraordinarily high, in many engagements reaching as much as 50 percent, and in some cases as high as 80 to 90 percent. Over the course of the entire war, the two sides together suffered more than 620,000 deaths — 360,000 in the North, 260,000 in the South — with wounded on both sides numbering well over a million combined. These staggering figures placed unprecedented demands on both sides’ logistical support systems, which, in turn, grew to an unprecedented scale of their own in response.

The North established a unified logistical support system extending from the highest levels of command down to the grassroots level. This system was organized into three distinct tiers: federal, state, and local. The federal logistical command structure was itself organized into three separate bureaus: the Ordnance Bureau, the Quartermaster’s Department, and the Commissary Department. Each of these bureaus, in turn, was subdivided into numerous further sub-bureaus — the Quartermaster’s Department alone, for instance, was subdivided into eight distinct sub-bureaus, each responsible for its own particular area of specialization. Individual states and local municipalities bore primary responsibility for supplying and equipping the troops raised within their own respective jurisdictions, and established their own dedicated supply depots and warehouses for this purpose. The railway network played a crucially important role in facilitating logistical transport; the North specifically promulgated its own “Railway Act,” and established a dedicated agency, under the authority of the War Department, specifically responsible for coordinating rail transport operations, so that the many thousands of kilometers of rail lines under Union control were managed in a genuinely orderly and effective fashion. The North also organized a dedicated Railway Construction Corps, 10,000 strong, specifically responsible for railway maintenance and engineering support — an organization that considerably enhanced both the overall mobility of Union forces and their capacity for effective logistical resupply. In the Chattanooga campaign, for instance, Union forces made use of the rail network to transport two entire army corps, together with the whole of their baggage and equipment, to reinforce the western theater — a logistical achievement that proved crucially important in securing eventual Union victory in that campaign. In regions lacking rail access, the North relied instead on draft animals and wagon trains to transport supplies to the front. In the Peninsula Campaign, for instance, the North employed some 220,000 draft animals solely for the transport of military supplies, and, on average, every single combat soldier in the Union army had six wagons’ worth of logistical support available to him. Water transport, too, played an enormously important role in Union logistical operations. The North built and purchased a combined total of 183 steamships, forty-three sailing vessels, and eighty-six barges, and further chartered 753 steamships, 1,080 sailing vessels, and 847 barges from private owners. Beyond these ocean-going vessels, the North also employed 599 river-going vessels specifically for logistical support purposes. In both the Peninsula Campaign and Sherman’s own march through Georgia, for instance, the overwhelming majority of Union logistical resupply was carried out by water transport — a factor that played a significant role in securing eventual Union victory.

The South, for its part, drew upon its own comparatively favorable pre-war reserves and existing economic strength to establish a wartime logistical mobilization system of its own. The South’s own wartime finances were drawn chiefly from three principal sources: first, revenue collected directly by the various rebellious states, allocated directly toward the war effort; second, voluntary contributions from plantation slaveholders and the general population; and third, financial assistance secured from various foreign parties sympathetic to the southern cause. The South maintained extensive economic ties with foreign countries as well, purchasing vast quantities of weapons, equipment, and other urgently needed war supplies from abroad. The South also mobilized its own coastal shipping industry, redirecting it onto a full wartime footing, and, with the support of foreign technical personnel, worked to develop a navy of its own. The South also placed considerable emphasis on the medical care of its own soldiers, establishing a dedicated “Sanitary Commission,” and distributing to its soldiers a formal set of “Regulations for the Protection of Soldiers’ Health,” while also procuring substantial quantities of medical equipment and medicine — measures that played a certain role in sustaining the overall combat effectiveness of Confederate forces. On the whole, however, the South’s overall capacity to sustain a prolonged war effort remained considerably inferior to that of the North, and even a comparatively well-organized logistical support system could not, in the end, conjure supplies and resources out of thin air. The North’s own considerably greater capacity to sustain a prolonged war, together with its far more comprehensive and effective logistical support system, stood as an important and essential guarantee of the Union’s eventual victory in this war.







Chapter 13: The Franco-Prussian War (July 19, 1870 – May 10, 1871)

The Franco-Prussian War was a war fought between the Kingdom of Prussia, seeking to unify Germany and expand its own territory, and France, which sought to maintain its own position of hegemony within Europe. The war began on July 19, 1870, and ended on May 10, 1871, lasting ten months in all. The war ended in France’s total and complete defeat, directly precipitating the collapse of the Second French Empire and the subsequent outbreak of the proletarian revolution of the Paris Commune, and helped Prussia complete, through a process imposed from above, the final unification of Germany. This war sowed seeds of enduring hatred between France and Germany, ones that would go on to shape relations between the two countries for the better part of the following century, and, to a certain degree, would shape the broader course of European affairs as well. The Franco-Prussian War holds many valuable lessons for us, among which the relationship between politics and military affairs, the establishment of a peacetime mobilization system for war readiness, and the innovation of command structures and methods of command stand out as particularly noteworthy highlights.


I. Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

Following Napoleon’s total defeat in 1815, in accordance with the resolutions of the Congress of Vienna, a German Confederation was established, headed by Austria, on the territory of what had once been the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation. This confederation comprised thirty-four feudal monarchical states and four free cities. Each of these constituent states remained fully sovereign and independent in matters of domestic administration, foreign affairs, and military policy. Under the support of Austria’s own imperial chancellor, Klemens von Metternich, this confederation worked to suppress the spread of democratic ideas and to crush every progressive movement, striving with all its might to restore and preserve the old order in every respect. The strengthening of aristocratic, landowning feudal rule, together with the continued political and economic fragmentation of Germany, seriously impeded the growth of German capitalism; at the same time, the German working class, too, found itself unable to organize itself into any genuinely effective, unified force. For these reasons, German unification had, by this point, become an urgent and pressing necessity. Two possible paths lay open toward achieving this unification: one was through revolution; the other was through the annexation and consolidation of the various German states by one another. The first of these paths called for the proletariat to lead the people in a popular uprising, overthrowing the feudal rule of each individual German state and establishing a unified, democratic German republic — a revolutionary path proceeding, as it were, from below. The second path called instead for the largest and most powerful of the German states to annex the smaller and weaker states through war or other means — a counterrevolutionary path proceeding from above. Because Germany’s own proletariat remained, at this stage, comparatively immature, and its bourgeoisie remained correspondingly weak and lacking in the resolve necessary to mobilize the broader population, German unification could, in practice, only proceed along this latter path.

France, in the mid-19th century, viewed from a purely economic standpoint, displayed a continuing momentum of capitalist development, with its own Industrial Revolution having, by this point, entered its final stage of completion; in terms of overall productive capacity, France ranked second in the entire capitalist world, behind only Britain itself. And yet, from a political standpoint, France stood, at this time, as an extraordinarily reactionary and deeply aggressive power. This was the era of the Second French Empire (1852–1870). During this period, the true rulers of France were the great financial and industrial magnates of the day. Emperor Napoleon III, in order to safeguard the interests of this small handful of great capitalists and to consolidate his own hold on power, implemented a counterrevolutionary military dictatorship, concentrating the whole of state power firmly in his own hands, and expanding the nation’s military, police, and bureaucratic apparatus to an unprecedented scale. Under this brutal regime, the working class and laboring population, subjected to the harshest exploitation and oppression by the great bourgeoisie, repeatedly organized strikes and other forms of struggle, all of which were met with bloody suppression by the authorities. For this reason, the broad mass of the French population had, by this point, grown extremely dissatisfied with imperial rule, and the danger of revolutionary crisis loomed everywhere, the atmosphere thick with the unmistakable sense of a coming storm.

Faced with so volatile and precarious a domestic situation, and eager to divert popular attention away from these dangers, to escape the mounting political crisis at home, and to satisfy the bourgeoisie’s own insatiable appetite for plunder, Napoleon III found himself increasingly eager to launch a war against a foreign power. And, for its part, Prussia, too, had long been making its own preparations for precisely such a conflict, waiting only for the right moment to present itself. When Prussian Chancellor Otto von Bismarck perceived that Napoleon III, under mounting domestic pressure, was growing increasingly eager to go to war, he seized upon the question of the Spanish royal succession, laying a deliberate trap, and skillfully maneuvered the French emperor into declaring war.

In 1868, revolution broke out in Spain, overthrowing the rule of Queen Isabella II and leaving the Spanish throne vacant. Bismarck, seizing this opportunity, sent agents to Spain to win over the newly formed provisional government, arranging for Prince Leopold of Hohenzollern, a cousin of the king of Prussia, to succeed to the vacant Spanish throne — a maneuver deliberately designed to place France in the precarious position of facing potentially hostile powers to both its east and west simultaneously. On learning of this development, Napoleon III, greatly alarmed, immediately lodged a formal protest with Prussia. Seeking to seize the initiative and to avoid finding himself in a position of disadvantage, the king of Prussia persuaded Leopold to withdraw his own candidacy for the Spanish throne. But the French emperor, still not satisfied, went further still, instructing his ambassador to Prussia to press the Prussian king for a firm and binding guarantee that he would never, under any circumstances, permit any member of the House of Hohenzollern to succeed to the Spanish throne in the future. The Prussian king refused this demand, and had the contents of his conversation with the French ambassador transmitted by telegram to Bismarck. Bismarck, in consultation with the Chief of the General Staff, Helmuth von Moltke, and War Minister Albrecht von Roon, deliberately altered the wording of this original telegram — a document that came to be known as the “Ems Dispatch” — in a manner calculated to give it a tone of open provocation toward France. The publication of this deliberately altered telegram gave Napoleon III precisely the pretext he had been seeking to launch a war. On July 19, 1870, France declared war on Prussia, and the Franco-Prussian War had begun.

The French Army’s Strategic Plan and Force Deployment: The French plan called for concentrating French forces to strike first, crossing the Rhine and advancing toward Frankfurt, while maintaining the neutrality of the various southern German states, before subsequently joining forces with Austria to advance by way of Jena directly against Berlin itself, ultimately defeating Prussia decisively. The French emperor Napoleon III personally assumed the role of supreme commander of French forces, with Marshal Edmond Le Bœuf serving as chief of staff. French forces assembled along the border region, eight corps in total, numbering roughly 220,000 men, organized into two army groups — the Army of Lorraine and the Army of Alsace — under the respective commands of Marshal Achille Bazaine and General Patrice de MacMahon.

The Prussian Army’s Strategic Plan and Force Deployment: The Prussian plan called for a two-pronged pincer offensive against France, seeking to annihilate the main body of French forces near the French border before advancing on Paris itself. Because Prussia had already implemented a system of universal military conscription, and had, in advance, formulated a comprehensive and meticulously detailed mobilization plan, making full use of the mobility afforded by its railway network, Prussia succeeded in rapidly concentrating a force of 470,000 men along the French border. King Wilhelm I of Prussia served as supreme commander-in-chief, with Moltke serving as chief of staff, commanding three army groups in total: the First and Second Army groups, under the unified command of Prince Frederick Charles, were deployed in the region north of Saarbrücken; the Third Army group, under the command of Crown Prince Frederick William, was concentrated in the region of Bavaria.



II. The Course of the Campaign

(1) Fierce Fighting Erupts along the Border between the Two Sides, and French Forces, Unable to Withstand the Prussian Assault, Are Forced into Repeated Retreat

On August 2, part of the French Army of Lorraine crossed the border and launched an assault against Saarbrücken, briefly capturing the high ground west of the city, but encountering vigorous Prussian resistance and making little further progress. At dawn on the 4th, the Prussian Third Army group, on the left flank, launched its own counteroffensive, striking into French territory in the region of Wissembourg, decisively crushing the forward guard division of the French Army of Alsace. On the 6th, Prussian forces inflicted a further devastating defeat on the French Army of Alsace at Wœrth, forcing MacMahon to withdraw his forces toward Châlons. That same day, the Prussian First and Second Army groups, on the right, drove back the French forces that had crossed into their own territory, and pressed on into Lorraine, defeating the French Second Corps near Spicheren. Having suffered these successive setbacks, the French command post at Metz was thrown into considerable alarm. On the 12th, Napoleon III dismissed his chief of staff and reorganized the Army of Lorraine as the Army of the Rhine, entrusting Bazaine with full command, while he himself withdrew, together with MacMahon’s forces, to Châlons. Moltke, the Prussian chief of staff, seeking to prevent the French Army of the Rhine from joining forces with the Army of Alsace, which had likewise withdrawn to Châlons, ordered Prussian forces to press their pursuit with all possible speed, hoping to defeat each French force separately before they could combine. On August 16, as Bazaine led the Army of the Rhine in its withdrawal from Metz toward Châlons, Prussian forces of the First and Second Army groups, on the right, intercepted his advance. Prussian forces of the Third Corps, together with a cavalry reserve force roughly 30,000 strong, having just reached the town of Mars-la-Tour, likewise launched an assault against the advancing French forces from the south. Caught by surprise, French forces scrambled to respond, successively committing five corps to the fighting. Prussian forces, apart from the Third Corps, committed the Eighth, Tenth, and part of the Ninth Corps to the engagement as well. Under the direction of Prince Frederick Charles, Prussian forces concentrated their strength in a series of continuous assaults against the French line. As both sides continued committing additional forces to the fighting, the engagement grew increasingly intense. Near Vionville, along the Yron River, the two sides together committed a combined total of 50,000 cavalry to the fighting. Because Bazaine responded to the assault passively, failing to mount any genuinely forceful counterattack, French forces were unable to break through and secure their own route of westward withdrawal. The fighting raged on until dusk, with neither side securing a decisive advantage. The following day, Bazaine, concluding that any further attempt to break through and withdraw was no longer feasible, withdrew his forces to hold a defensive line running from west of Metz through Gravelotte and Saint-Privat to Amanvillers. In this engagement, French forces suffered more than 16,000 casualties, and Prussian forces suffered roughly 17,000. Although the French army did not succeed in its original objective of withdrawing westward, this fierce Prussian assault did succeed in creating the conditions necessary to cut off the French army’s own line of retreat entirely.

On August 17, Bazaine’s Army of the Rhine, 140,000 strong, was forced to withdraw once again, falling back to a defensive line running from Gravelotte to Saint-Privat, hoping to make use of the terrain there, together with the support of the local population, to organize a defense and, if the opportunity arose, to launch a counterattack that might reopen its own line of westward retreat. To this end, Bazaine positioned the bulk of his forces along the central and left-flank defensive positions on either side of the main road. At dawn on August 18, Prince Frederick Charles led the Prussian First and Second Army groups, roughly 200,000 strong, in an assault against the French positions. The Second Army group, on the left, delivered the main thrust of the assault against the Saint-Privat sector; the First Army group, on the right, delivered a supporting attack against Gravelotte. Prussian forces of every corps, supported by artillery, advanced toward the French positions in dense, closely packed columns. French forces, relying on their own fortified positions, inflicted heavy casualties on the advancing Prussian troops through fierce artillery bombardment and the rapid fire of their own Chassepot rifles, checking the Prussian offensive considerably. In the course of the fighting, French forces at one point concentrated their own strength for a counterattack, attempting to reopen their route of westward withdrawal, but were repelled by Prussian forces. At dusk, Prussian forces of the Second Army group, adopting a dispersed skirmishing formation, renewed their assault against the French position at Saint-Privat under cover of superior artillery support, and, by late that night, finally succeeded in capturing the village. Prussian forces of the First Army group then intensified their own assault, and, in a single decisive stroke, captured the town of Gravelotte as well. Bazaine was forced to withdraw the Army of the Rhine back to Metz, where it found itself entirely encircled by the Prussian First and Second Army groups. In this engagement, Prussian forces suffered more than 20,000 casualties; French casualties totaled 13,000, with a further 5,000 taken prisoner. This Prussian victory laid the essential groundwork for the eventual encirclement and annihilation of both the French Army of the Rhine and the Army of Châlons.

(2) Prussia and France Fight the Battle of Sedan, Ending in French Surrender

On August 22, MacMahon, ordered to lead the newly reorganized Army of Châlons (120,000 strong, with 393 artillery pieces) to relieve the besieged forces at Metz, resolved, in order to avoid direct confrontation with the westward-advancing Prussian forces, to swing his own army northward from Châlons before then wheeling east toward Metz. Napoleon III himself accompanied the army, personally overseeing its operations. On August 26, Moltke, the Prussian chief of staff, having learned of the French army’s true intentions, immediately ordered the Third Army group, advancing on Paris, together with the newly organized Fourth Army group (a combined total of more than 220,000 men, with 813 artillery pieces), to redirect their advance northward, seeking to pin down the Army of Châlons against France’s own northeastern border, so as to prevent it from ever successfully joining forces with the Army of the Rhine and to annihilate it there instead. On August 29, the two sides fought a chance encounter engagement at Nouart and Buzancy, on the two banks of the Meuse River; French forces suffered a setback there, and withdrew to hold the town of Sedan.

The town of Sedan lay along the Meuse River on one side, with steep, elevated terrain and surrounding hills enclosing it on the remaining three sides, and possessed only limited roads and poor overall transportation links. MacMahon, a seasoned veteran of many past campaigns, understood full well that, should such a substantial army find itself confined within so cramped and constrained a location as this, it would, the moment the enemy launched a surprise attack, find itself entirely powerless to respond effectively. He accordingly proposed to Napoleon that French forces instead withdraw to hold the town of Mézières. Napoleon III, however, neither understood nor gave any serious consideration whatsoever to MacMahon’s proposal.

The moment Moltke learned that French forces had taken up position at Sedan, he immediately ordered Prussian forces to advance with all possible speed toward the town. On August 31, Prussian forces crossed the Meuse River, quickly securing control of the region west of Sedan, and successively seized favorable positions to the south, southwest, and northwest of the town. By the time night had fully fallen, Prussian forces had further advanced to positions east and southeast of Sedan as well, thereby essentially completing the encirclement of the town.

At dawn on September 1, 1870, the 150,000-strong Prussian army had already taken up its forward positions, and 700 heavy artillery pieces opened fire on Sedan, marking the opening of the Battle of Sedan. At around seven o’clock that morning, MacMahon arrived at the forward position of the Twelfth Corps, where he was seriously wounded while surveying the battlefield, and was forced to relinquish command, entrusting temporary command to General Auguste Ducrot, commander of the First Corps. As a result, the French command structure fell into a state of near-total paralysis. Ducrot, as a mere corps commander, had little real familiarity with the overall operational plan MacMahon himself had originally devised, and the other French corps commanders, in turn, showed little regard for Ducrot’s own authority — General Emmanuel Félix de Wimpffen, commander of the Fifth Corps, in particular, openly defied Ducrot’s orders, declaring himself the army’s own rightful commander instead.

Emperor Napoleon himself personally ordered the Fifth Corps to seize the high ground to the north, so as to secure control of a key route and thereby keep open a possible avenue of retreat toward Mézières. Wimpffen organized French forces for an assault against this northern high ground. Moltke, directing Prussian operations from an elevated vantage point, immediately perceived the French intention, and at once ordered Prussian forces to seize this high ground first. Under cover of artillery support, Prussian forces succeeded in occupying the northern heights by eleven o’clock, beating the French to this crucial position. French forces within the town now found themselves completely encircled, more than 90,000 French troops trapped like fish in a net. An hour later, Prussian artillery fire, having by this point considerably weakened French resistance, prompted Ducrot to resolve on a single, all-out cavalry breakout attempt — a proposal to which Napoleon III himself agreed. Ducrot personally rode to the French army’s own elite unit, the cavalry division, to oversee this attempt; the division’s own commander, having led the charge toward the town gates, was wounded and fell from his horse, and the officer who took over command continued to press the charge forward, but three successive charges all ended in failure. Having failed in his attempt to break out toward the north, and unwilling to accept defeat, Ducrot proposed to Napoleon III that French forces instead attempt a breakout to the south. In utter desperation, the emperor agreed to this proposal as well. Ducrot immediately organized a fresh assault force, and pressed a determined breakout attempt toward the south — but Prussian forces, holding favorable terrain, brought overwhelming firepower to bear, and this assault, too, was quickly repulsed.

At one o’clock in the afternoon, General de Wimpffen, commander of the Fifth Corps, urged Napoleon III to personally lead French forces in one final breakout attempt, but this request, too, was refused. At three o’clock that afternoon, Emperor Napoleon III, with no possible route of escape remaining, sent an envoy to deliver a formal letter of surrender to King Wilhelm I.

At the Battle of Sedan, Prussian forces, at the cost of 9,000 casualties of their own, succeeded in completely annihilating the French Army of Châlons, thereby clearing the way for their subsequent advance on Paris, and ultimately bringing about the collapse of the Second French Empire itself.

(3) The French People Rise Up in Determined Resistance against the Invader, While the National Defense Government Pursues a Policy of Capitulation and National Betrayal

On September 4, revolution broke out in Paris, overthrowing the Second French Empire and establishing the Third Republic, with a “Government of National Defense,” headed by General Louis Jules Trochu, formed in its place. At this point, the principal obstacle standing in the way of Prussia’s own goal of German unification had, in effect, already been removed — and yet Prussian forces of the Third and Fourth Army groups nevertheless continued to press their advance on Paris. From this point on, the war Prussia was waging had, in effect, shed any remaining pretense of defensive purpose, transforming instead into an openly aggressive war of plunder and conquest.

On September 19, Prussian forces laid siege to Paris. The French people rose up in determined resistance against the invader, with guerrilla resistance movements springing up widely throughout the country, harassing Prussian supply lines. Even as the French government worked, on the one hand, to negotiate a surrender, it found itself, on the other hand, compelled to organize a National Guard, forming a Northern Army and a Loire Army to continue resisting Prussian forces in northern, eastern, and southern France. Beyond this, the broad mass of the French population (the so-called francs-tireurs, or “free shooters”) waged their own guerrilla resistance as well; the Italian general Giuseppe Garibaldi, too, led a volunteer force in support of the French resistance. Just as the main body of Prussian forces found itself tied down besieging these various strongholds, Strasbourg’s French garrison surrendered on September 28. On October 27, Bazaine, together with the main body of French forces under his command, surrendered at Metz, leaving France’s overall situation even more dire and precarious. News of Bazaine’s surrender reached Paris, and the outraged population of the city rose up in an armed uprising on the 31st, but this uprising, too, was suppressed. At this point, the Prussian First and Second Army groups, having captured the Metz region, immediately dispatched forces to intercept the French Northern Army and Loire Army, preventing them from reaching Paris to relieve the besieged city. On December 5, Orléans fell to Prussian forces. On January 5, 1871, Prussian forces began a sustained bombardment of Paris itself. The French garrison defending Paris made several attempts to break out of the encirclement, none of which succeeded.

Because France’s own bourgeois government pursued a policy of capitulation throughout, a three-week armistice agreement was signed at Prussian headquarters at Versailles on January 28, 1871, followed by the conclusion of preliminary peace terms at Versailles on February 26. Once this peace agreement had been concluded, France’s own bourgeois government colluded with Prussian forces in launching an assault against the workers of Paris, thereby triggering the great uprising of the Paris Commune. Given the vast disparity in strength between the two sides, this uprising was brutally suppressed. On March 18, the people of Paris rose in armed insurrection once again, establishing the world’s first proletarian government, the Paris Commune — which was itself crushed seventy-two days later, ultimately ending in defeat. On May 10, 1871, French Foreign Minister Jules Favre and German Imperial Chancellor Otto von Bismarck signed the Treaty of Frankfurt in Frankfurt, Germany. Under the terms of this treaty, France was required to pay an indemnity of 5,000,000,000 francs, and to cede the whole of Alsace and the greater part of Lorraine to Germany.

Through the Franco-Prussian War, Germany essentially achieved its own unification, emerging as one of the leading powers of Europe; France, meanwhile, lost its own position of hegemony over the European continent entirely. In the aftermath of the Franco-Prussian War, the mutual antagonism between Germany and France only continued to intensify, leaving the European continent in a state of growing instability. The bitter enmity the two nations developed toward one another in the course of this war would go on to become one of the important underlying factors that eventually precipitated the outbreak of the First World War.



III. Commentary

The Franco-Prussian War was a war fought between two of the greatest powers of 19th-century Europe, contending for regional hegemony. Considered from the perspective of both belligerents, this war offers important insight into a great many matters: the constraints and influence politics exerts over military affairs, the contest to seize and hold the strategic initiative in war, innovation in command structures and methods of command, and the establishment of a peacetime war-readiness mobilization system and the mobilization of a nation’s full wartime potential, among others. Especially worthy of particular note is the fact that Helmuth von Moltke, the Prussian chief of staff, who served in this position for more than sixty years, carried out a comprehensive reform of the army’s command structure and its General Staff system, pioneering what came to be known as “mission-type command” — a method of command that significantly enhanced both overall command efficiency and the independent initiative of troops in the field, and one that continues to command deep respect within Western military circles to this very day.

(1) The Fact That Operational Command Was Repeatedly Disrupted and Undermined by Political Interference Was the Fundamental Underlying Cause of the French Army’s Defeat

In the early stages of the Franco-Prussian War, although the French army, owing to inadequate pre-war preparation, suffered a series of setbacks in the border engagements, the main body of French forces had not yet suffered any truly decisive blow, and its losses, on the whole, remained comparatively limited; at the same time, the border positions France had established had originally been designed with offensive operations in mind, and were, in practice, poorly suited to sustained defensive warfare. Given this overall situation, the main body of French forces ought, by rights, to have withdrawn in an orderly, planned fashion deeper into French territory, replenishing its own manpower and reorganizing its dispositions there, while awaiting a more favorable opportunity to force a decisive engagement with Prussian forces.

The main body of the French Army of the Rhine, originally under the personal direction of the French emperor himself, had, at first, been ordered to withdraw toward the strategic rear at Châlons — but the government in Paris took the view that, should the army withdraw any further, the capital itself would inevitably fall into open revolt, and accordingly insisted that the withdrawal be halted. The emperor, who was, at the time, directing operations personally from the front, unexpectedly deferred to the wishes of the Paris government, and accordingly reversed his own original plan, halting the army’s withdrawal and resolving instead to defend Metz at any cost whatsoever. Before long, the Army of the Rhine found itself surrounded and besieged there by Prussian forces.

Subsequently, the Paris government resolved to dispatch the Army of Châlons to relieve the besieged forces at Metz. By August 16, the French emperor had already withdrawn with MacMahon’s own Army of Châlons, and this particular decision, too, was reversed once again. MacMahon himself had already resolved that the Army of Châlons should withdraw toward Paris instead, but the Paris government insisted that MacMahon advance his forces toward Metz — and so the emperor, deferring once again to Paris, ordered his own forces to reverse course, sending the Army of Châlons marching straight into the fatal trap that awaited it at Sedan.

Later, in a pamphlet he wrote in an attempt to deflect blame for his own role in this disaster, entitled On the Reasons for the Surrender at Sedan, Napoleon III himself acknowledged that this had been “an operational plan forcibly imposed by Paris, one that violated the most fundamental principles of military science.” Engels himself, in his own contemporary commentary on MacMahon’s conduct in this campaign, likewise observed that, faced with a superior enemy force in active pursuit and attempting to block his path, rather than withdrawing toward the central strategic position at Paris, the French army instead moved away from this central position entirely, marching north to relieve Metz instead — a decision that reflected not the calculated judgment of a genuine strategist, but rather the reckless gamble of a political and military adventurer. Such conduct, Engels observed, could only be explained as having stemmed from purely political considerations. It is clear, then, that the Paris government, then under the regency of the Empress, motivated by its own political need to preserve its own reactionary rule, repeatedly interfered with the operational deployments and command decisions of front-line commanders, preventing French forces from withdrawing in an orderly fashion deeper into the strategic rear — and this interference stands as the principal underlying reason the main body of French forces ultimately found itself trapped and annihilated.

(2) Inadequate French Preparation, Sluggish Movement, and Repeated Command Errors Left France Perpetually on the Defensive and Reacting to Events Rather Than Shaping Them

Napoleon III, the French supreme commander, was the nephew of the once-towering figure of Napoleon Bonaparte, whose name had shaken the whole of history — and yet he himself was a man of vacillating, indecisive character, given to grandiose ambition without the substance to match it, possessing virtually no genuine military competence whatsoever, and entirely lacking the decisive, resolute character that had so distinguished his famous uncle. During the two-week period of wartime mobilization, owing to poor organizational planning and utterly chaotic logistical support, French forces assembled with painful slowness, the great majority of units lacking adequate equipment; some generals, remarkably, could not even locate their own units, and, on the very day French forces set out for the front, some generals remained behind in Paris, still pursuing their own personal pleasures — to say nothing of the urgently needed maps, provisions, ammunition, tents, and other essential supplies that French forces so desperately required but never adequately received.

In the course of the campaign, once French forces had suffered their initial defeats along the border, and the Paris government had refused to permit the withdrawal of the main body of French forces, MacMahon, commander of the French right-wing forces, ought, by rights, to have exercised his own sound judgment in light of the broader strategic situation, leading his own forces to link up with the Army of the Rhine so as to coordinate their operations and avoid being encircled and destroyed by Prussian forces separately. Instead, he chose to withdraw his own forces independently toward Châlons — thereby allowing Prussian forces the opportunity to split the French army entirely in two, and to defeat each portion separately, one after another.

The more than 100,000 French troops withdrawing toward Metz might well have succeeded, had it not been for the disastrous errors committed by Bazaine and Napoleon III himself, in overcoming the obstruction of the Paris government and safely withdrawing to the Châlons region instead — but, hesitant and indecisive, they instead clung to the hope of holding the fortress at Metz, and, as a result, found their own line of retreat sealed off entirely by Prussian forces; and even after being encircled, Bazaine remained passive, simply waiting for relief rather than actively organizing a determined breakout attempt. On this point, Engels himself, in his own brief commentary “The Crisis of the War,” pointedly observed: “Had Bazaine genuinely wished to avoid delivering the whole of France into the hands of the invader, and had he genuinely wished to avoid trapping himself in a position where hunger would soon force his own surrender, he ought to have withdrawn from Metz without delay — and yet he remained there, entirely motionless, exactly where he had started.”

The immediate and direct cause of the Battle of Sedan lay in MacMahon’s own violation of the most basic principles of sound military operations, in his decision to take the mistaken route of swinging around by way of the border town of Sedan in his attempt to relieve Metz. Sedan itself was a mere speck of territory, its northern edge lying a mere eight kilometers from the Belgian border, with the Meuse River bordering it to the west and southwest as well. Caught in a pincer movement between converging Prussian forces, more than 100,000 French troops ultimately found themselves compressed into an arc-shaped pocket of territory a mere three to four kilometers deep and wide at its front, with no room whatsoever to maneuver and no way to disperse their forces effectively. Prussian forces needed only to concentrate a few hundred artillery pieces to bombard this position in order to render the French army’s continued resistance entirely untenable.

(3) The Flexibility and Adaptability of Prussian Strategy and Tactics, Together with the Tight Coordination of Its Successive Operational Phases, Allowed Prussia to Firmly Retain the Strategic Initiative Throughout the War

Looking back over the whole course of this war, Prussian forces, throughout their conduct of operations, consistently adhered to the fundamental principles of sound military operations, flexibly adapting their own tactical methods in response to the evolving operational situation, so that the overall course of the war unfolded, link by link, in an unbroken and tightly coordinated chain of developments, allowing Prussia to firmly retain the strategic initiative throughout. From the very outset of the war, as French forces organized their own two army groups — the Army of Lorraine and the Army of Alsace — along the border, concentrating a combined force of roughly 220,000 men across eight corps, Prussia, too, undertook a comprehensive general mobilization of its own, concentrating a force of 470,000 men along the border, organized into three army groups. The First and Second Army groups, under the unified command of Prince Frederick Charles, were deployed in the region north of Saarbrücken; the Third Army group, under the command of Crown Prince Frederick William, was concentrated in the region of Bavaria. In terms of the pre-war strategic balance, Prussia had, from the very outset, already established a position of numerical superiority, and had constructed formidable defensive positions along the border, patiently biding its time while keenly observing French operational movements. As a result, the repeated French attempts to cross the border and launch offensive operations in the war’s earliest stages all came to nothing.

Once Prussian forces had gained a clear picture of French strength and dispositions, they went over to a counteroffensive, adopting a strategy of concentrating superior force to defeat French forces piece by piece. Prussian forces of the Third Army group, on the left flank, struck into French territory in the region of Wissembourg, decisively crushing the vanguard division of the French Army of Alsace. They subsequently inflicted a further devastating defeat on the French Army of Alsace at Wœrth, forcing MacMahon to withdraw his forces toward Châlons. Prussian forces of the First and Second Army groups, on the right, likewise drove back the French forces that had crossed into their own territory, pressed on into Lorraine, and defeated the French Second Corps near Spicheren. Through the skillful application of sound tactical methods, this series of Prussian offensive operations inflicted one defeat after another on the French army, so much so that the French command post at Metz itself was thrown into a state of considerable alarm.

This successive series of Prussian counteroffensive operations succeeded in thoroughly disrupting the entire French operational plan: the French Army of the Rhine, under Bazaine’s command, was forced to withdraw to the fortress at Metz, while MacMahon’s forces withdrew toward Châlons. At this point, Prussian forces swiftly reorganized their own dispositions, adopting a strategy of division and encirclement: the First and Second Army groups moved to encircle the French forces trapped at Metz, while the Third Army group, together with the newly organized Fourth Army group, advanced rapidly toward Châlons, planning to annihilate MacMahon’s forces there in a single decisive stroke, as they withdrew toward that town. This maneuver placed the French army in an extraordinarily precarious position, with MacMahon’s own forces now standing as the pivotal factor determining the outcome of the entire war. Faced with the powerful Prussian assault against the fortress at Metz, MacMahon’s forces, under mounting pressure from multiple directions, had no choice but to advance north in an attempt to relieve the besieged garrison there. The moment Prussian forces learned of the French army’s intentions, they once again swiftly reorganized their own dispositions, with the Third and Fourth Army groups rapidly reversing their own direction of advance, intercepting and encircling the French army at Sedan, precisely as it was en route to relieve Metz — thereby creating what stands, in the history of warfare, as a classic large-scale example of “surrounding one point to draw off and destroy relieving forces.”

(4) The Reform of the General Staff and the Innovation of New Methods of Command Greatly Enhanced the Overall Operational Effectiveness of Prussian Forces

Helmuth von Moltke, the Prussian chief of staff, occupies a truly singular and distinguished place in the military history of the West. Over the course of a sixty-year career spanning 1828 to 1888, he never once departed from the General Staff, and served, for a full thirty-one years, as its chief. Moltke was a man of unassuming, low-key temperament, diligent and hardworking, given to careful and thorough deliberation, and possessed of a genuinely profound and extensive knowledge of the study of warfare. Throughout his tenure, he carried out a comprehensive reform of the General Staff’s own organizational structure and internal workings, intensified the training of staff personnel, established formal channels of horizontal communication and coordination with the various administrative departments of the state, and placed particular emphasis on thorough advance planning and preparation for future wars — transforming the Prussian General Staff, in the process, into a model widely emulated by militaries around the world throughout the 20th century. Moltke also pioneered a system of regular rotation and exchange between staff officers and field command positions, actively assigning experienced staff officers, cultivated over many years of service, to serve as field commanders in front-line units. In this way, front-line commanders came to possess not only extensive practical experience working within the General Staff itself, but also a thorough and intimate familiarity with the actual conditions faced by combat units in the field — enabling them to effectively translate the General Staff’s own broader intentions into concrete action on the battlefield in a timely and responsive fashion, and thereby laying a solid foundation for what came to be known as “mission-type command” — a method of command that assigned units clear objectives and missions without dictating the specific operational details of how these objectives were to be achieved. This particular approach to command bears a striking resemblance to the ancient Chinese military principle that “a general in the field need not accept every order from his sovereign” — and, remarkably, the German armed forces continue to rely predominantly on this very same method of command even to this day. During our own 1988 visit to the Federal Republic of Germany, its National Defense Academy specifically and prominently introduced us to this particular method of command.

Throughout the course of this war, it was precisely because of the high overall efficiency of the Prussian supreme command, together with the mission-type command structure that Prussian forces employed at every level, that Prussian forces were able to seize upon and exploit French errors in a timely, accurate, and flexible fashion whenever such opportunities presented themselves. From the very outset of the war, the Prussian General Staff made effective use of French hesitation and indecision in the immediate aftermath of the declaration of war, swiftly concentrating superior force along the border and thereby securing an effective and decisive advantage in the earliest engagements of the war. Prussian forces subsequently ordered, in a timely and decisive fashion, the Third Corps to drive a wedge directly between the two main French army groups, successfully splitting the entire French force into two mutually isolated groupings, and thereby creating favorable conditions for defeating each in turn. In Prussia’s own original operational plan, no provision had been made for the possibility that the main body of French forces might withdraw to Metz; the original plan had called only for a comparatively modest force, several divisions in strength, to encircle this particular fortress. The moment it became unexpectedly apparent that Bazaine’s forces were withdrawing toward Metz, Moltke immediately concentrated the 150,000-strong First and Second Army groups to keep a close watch on the Army of the Rhine there, while simultaneously ordering the Third and Fourth Army groups to pursue MacMahon’s forces and to advance on Paris. When Moltke discovered that MacMahon’s forces had not, in fact, withdrawn toward Paris as expected, but were instead planning to swing by way of Sedan to relieve the besieged forces at Metz, he simultaneously spread deliberate misinformation suggesting that Prussian forces were resolutely determined to press their own advance on Paris, so as to lull MacMahon into a false sense of security, while at the same time immediately ordering the Third and Fourth Army groups to halt their own advance on Paris, reversing course northward instead to intercept MacMahon’s forces. These Prussian forces encountered MacMahon’s own army in the region of Beaumont, southeast of Sedan, and, on reaching Sedan itself the following day, Prussian forces of the Third and Fourth Army groups, without waiting for further instructions from the General Staff, immediately began maneuvering, in accordance with the General Staff’s own original intentions, to close in on MacMahon’s forces from both sides. Once Prussian forces had completed the encirclement of MacMahon’s army, they immediately began a fierce artillery bombardment; French forces made several attempts to break out of the encirclement, all of which ended in failure, and Napoleon III himself, with no other option remaining, led 83,000 officers and men in surrender to Prussian forces on September 2.

(5) A Highly Efficient System of Wartime Mobilization, Combined with Universal Military Conscription, Provided Prussia with the Essential Foundation It Needed to Respond Effectively to the Threat of War

A war between nations is, at bottom, a contest not merely between the respective armed forces of the belligerents, but a broader contest between the economic strength each side is able to bring to bear in sustaining the conflict. And yet a nation whose overall economic strength is comparatively weaker than its adversary’s may nonetheless, through the establishment of an effective mobilization mechanism capable of converting its own national potential into actual combat capability within the shortest possible time, succeed in defeating its stronger adversary before the latter has had the opportunity to fully mobilize its own greater overall national potential, thereby securing victory in the war. The Franco-Prussian War stands as perhaps the finest illustration of this very principle. At the outset of the war, France, from a purely economic standpoint, displayed a continuing momentum of capitalist development, with its own Industrial Revolution having, by this point, entered its final stage of completion, and its overall level of productive capacity ranking second in the entire capitalist world. Prussia, by contrast, having successively fought the Second Schleswig War and the Austro-Prussian War, had, by this point, expended considerable national economic resources, and its overall economic strength, taken as a whole, simply could not compare with that of France. And yet Prussia, ever since the reign of King Frederick the Great, had consistently placed the highest priority on military strength as the means of territorial expansion, maintaining, even in peacetime, a substantial standing army of consistently high quality, and had established a highly efficient national mobilization system, one capable of rapidly converting the nation’s own economic potential into actual combat capability.

In 1861, upon ascending to the Prussian throne, King Wilhelm I, determined to realize his own ambition of unifying the whole of Germany under Prussian leadership, immediately undertook a substantial expansion of Prussian military preparedness, and appointed the ambitious Bismarck — a figure renowned for his firm advocacy of monarchical imperial rule — as his prime minister and foreign minister. Bismarck was a man of tremendous ambition, and, in pursuit of his own goal of unifying the German nation, vigorously implemented his own so-called “policy of blood and iron,” famously declaring that “the great questions of the age will not be resolved through speeches and majority votes … but through iron and blood.” To meet the demands of this policy of external expansion, Bismarck worked in close and effective coordination with Moltke, one a civilian statesman and the other a military commander, together forming a formidable and highly effective partnership. After Moltke put forward his own theory that the effective use of the railway network for the transport of troops could increase the speed of military movement to as much as six times what had been possible in Napoleon’s own day, Bismarck immediately began vigorously promoting the construction of railway lines in every strategically significant direction, so that, by this point, two-thirds of Prussia’s own trunk railway lines were concentrated along the Austro-Prussian and Franco-Prussian borders. Under Bismarck’s vigorous leadership, Prussia also took the lead among the powers of Europe in implementing a system of universal, compulsory military conscription, giving it a standing army considerably larger, relative to its overall population, than any other European power of the time. For this reason, within the brief span of just two weeks following France’s own declaration of war, Prussia, through its highly efficient national mobilization system and its well-developed railway network, succeeded in rapidly mobilizing a force of 470,000 men, concentrating them along the Franco-Prussian border. This remarkable speed of mobilization, and the sheer scale of the forces thereby assembled, stand as a genuinely extraordinary achievement by the standards of the time.







Part Two: Modern and Contemporary Foreign Battle Cases




Chapter 14: The Russo-Japanese War (February 8, 1904 – September 5, 1905)

The Russo-Japanese War was a war fought between Russia and Japan for control over a vital strategic and economic region of the Far East, and for a fresh redivision of spheres of influence there. The war began on February 8, 1904, and ended on September 5, 1905, lasting nineteen months in all. Japan committed a combined total of roughly 1,090,000 troops to the war; Russia committed roughly 1,200,000. The war ended in Japanese victory. Japan suffered more than 170,000 wounded and 106,000 killed, and lost ninety-one vessels; Russia suffered roughly 270,000 casualties and prisoners combined, and lost ninety-eight vessels. Because of the weakness and incompetence of the Qing government, this unjust war was fought chiefly on the soil of Northeast China and Korea, inflicting terrible suffering on the peoples of both regions. In the aftermath of the war, Japan supplanted Tsarist Russia as the dominant power in Northeast China, laying the foundation for its subsequent, further expansion of aggression against China. This war offers us valuable insight in a number of respects: pre-war preparation, the concentration and projection of military strength, the contest to seize the strategic initiative and control of the battlefield, and the development of weapons, equipment, and military theory.


I. Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

In the closing years of the 19th century, amid the frenzied scramble by the imperialist powers to plunder and carve up China, Japan and Tsarist Russia found themselves locked in fierce rivalry for control over Northeast China and Korea. In 1894, Japan sent troops into Korea, launching a war against China — the First Sino-Japanese War — through which it seized the Liaodong Peninsula from China and brought Korea firmly within its own sphere of influence. Japan’s expansion, however, ran directly counter to Russia’s own ambition of monopolizing control over Northeast China. Russia accordingly colluded with Germany and France to mount the so-called “Triple Intervention,” first forcing Japan to “return” the Liaodong Peninsula to China, and then, using the pretext of having “rendered assistance in the return of Liaodong” and of the need for “joint defense against Japan,” enticing the Qing government into signing a secret treaty granting Russia the right to build the Chinese Eastern Railway through Northeast China. In 1898, Russia went further still, forcibly leasing Port Arthur and Dalian, and securing the right to build a branch line of the Chinese Eastern Railway connecting to these ports. In 1900, even as it took part in the Eight-Nation Alliance’s invasion of Beijing, Russia simultaneously used the pretext of “protecting the railway” to send troops to occupy the whole of Northeast China.

Having been forced to “return” Liaodong, Japan, watching with growing alarm as Russia steadily gained the upper hand in the Far East, moved aggressively to expand its own armaments and prepare for war, hoping that the day might eventually come when it could defeat Russia militarily and avenge this earlier humiliation. Before long, Japan formulated a ten-year plan for military expansion, substantially increasing its own troop strength. By 1903, this plan had already been completed ahead of schedule — and yet, in terms of overall national strength and military power taken as a whole, Japan still remained at a clear disadvantage relative to Russia. In order to secure victory in the coming war against Russia, Japan began actively seeking out allies. On January 30, 1902, Japan concluded the Anglo-Japanese Alliance with Britain — a military alliance directed squarely against Russia — and the United States, too, expressed its own support for Japan. With the explicit or tacit support of the great powers now secured, Japan judged that the moment had finally arrived. On June 23, 1903, Japan convened an imperial council, resolving to adopt a firm and uncompromising policy toward Russia, and, in the diplomatic sphere, launched a series of increasingly aggressive initiatives, presenting Russia with four separate formal proposals and notes in succession. With neither side willing to yield an inch in the contest over their respective interests in the Far East, war had, by this point, become unavoidable.

Japan’s Strategic Plan: Japan organized a Manchurian Army General Headquarters, with General Ōyama Iwao serving as its supreme commander. Japan’s plan called for part of its land forces to land in Korea and advance toward the Yalu River, in coordination with the main body of Japanese forces; the main body of Japanese land forces would land on the Liaodong Peninsula, capturing Port Arthur and Dalian before advancing northward, and would seek to annihilate the main body of Russian forces in the region of Liaoyang and Mukden (present-day Shenyang); and the Japanese navy would seek, in the earliest possible stage of the war, to annihilate Russia’s Pacific Squadron, securing command of the sea, in coordination with Japanese land operations.

Russia’s Strategic Plan: Because Russia’s own defensive front was comparatively broad, it divided its overall defensive deployment into an Eastern Manchuria Detachment (under the command of Lieutenant General Mikhail Zasulich) and a Southern Manchuria Detachment (under the command of Lieutenant General Georgy Stackelberg). Russia’s plan called, first, for its navy to prevent any Japanese landing, holding out until reinforcements from the Baltic Fleet could arrive to force a decisive naval engagement; its land forces would, meanwhile, establish defensive positions along the Yalu River and the Ussuri River using a portion of their available strength, while a further portion held Port Arthur, delaying the Japanese advance, with the main body of Russian forces concentrating in the region of Liaoyang and Haicheng, awaiting the arrival of reinforcements transferred from European Russia before going over to the counteroffensive, annihilating the main body of Japanese forces in Northeast China and Korea, and subsequently landing forces on the Japanese home islands themselves.

Overall Comparison of the Two Sides’ Combat Strength: After ten years of military expansion and preparation for war, Japan had increased the total strength of its land forces from 70,000 to nearly 200,000 men, with a further 235,000 men in reserve; its navy possessed 152 vessels of various types (260,000 tons in total displacement). Russia’s land forces, though numbering some 1,135,000 men in total, with a further 3,000,000 trained reservists available, kept the great bulk of this strength concentrated in European Russia; in the Far East, Russia maintained only two corps, totaling 98,000 men, together with a further 24,000 garrison troops stationed across Northeast China and the Russian maritime region; its navy possessed a combined total of 361 vessels of various types (more than 800,000 tons in total displacement), with the main body of this fleet, too, stationed far away in the distant waters of the Baltic and Black Seas in Europe, and only its Pacific Squadron, numbering sixty-two vessels (roughly 190,000 tons), stationed at Port Arthur and Vladivostok — vessels whose armor, speed, and gun range were all inferior to those of their Japanese counterparts.



II. The Course of the War

(1) The Japanese Navy Launches a Surprise Attack and Blockades Port Arthur

At dawn on February 6, 1904, the ninety large and small vessels of Japan’s Combined Fleet departed from the Sasebo naval base, sailing toward the Yellow Sea under the command of the flagship Mikasa. The Mikasa was the largest battleship in the entire Japanese navy, displacing 15,200 tons, and armed with four 300-millimeter guns and fourteen 150-millimeter guns. Admiral Tōgō Heihachirō, commander of the Combined Fleet, understood clearly that his adversary possessed seven battleships and nine cruisers, while he himself commanded only six battleships and six cruisers; in terms of destroyers, the Russian navy held a 25-to-19 advantage as well, and, should Russia’s Baltic Fleet ultimately be added to the equation, Japan would find itself at a hopeless overall disadvantage. To compensate for this disparity in strength between the Japanese and Russian navies, Tōgō resolved on a strategy of surprise attack, hoping to catch the Russian navy unprepared and annihilate it in a single decisive stroke. At nine o’clock on the morning of February 6, the Fourth Squadron sank two Russian gunboats off the coast of Incheon, Korea — the opening shots of the Russo-Japanese War.

At five o’clock in the afternoon on February 8, the Japanese Combined Fleet approached Port Arthur. Because darkness had by this point already fallen, Tōgō resolved to have his torpedo boats mount the initial assault under cover of night. At around ten o’clock that evening, a strike force of ten torpedo boats launched a surprise attack against the Russian warships within the harbor. Caught entirely by surprise, the Russian Pacific Squadron’s battleships Retvizan and Tsesarevich, together with the cruiser Pallada, were all damaged in this attack.

The following day, Russia formally declared war on Japan. Shortly afterward, the Japanese emperor, too, issued a formal declaration of war, and the Russo-Japanese War had formally begun. On the morning of February 9, Tōgō led the First, Second, and Third Squadrons, together with a destroyer detachment, in an assault against the Russian warships anchored outside the harbor; the Russian fleet, supported by shore-based artillery, engaged the Japanese fleet in a full-scale battle.

At the outset of the engagement, the Russian fleet found itself in considerable disarray, but before long, guided by the accurate fire of its own shore batteries, it succeeded in inflicting heavy damage on several Japanese vessels, forcing the Japanese fleet to withdraw and regroup at Incheon. The Russian fleet, meanwhile, adhering to its existing strategic guidance, withdrew its entire fleet into the harbor, refusing further engagement. Japan, in response, resolved on a countermeasure of its own: a plan to sink blockship vessels so as to seal off the entrance to the harbor of Port Arthur entirely. What followed was the largest blockading operation in the history of naval warfare up to that time. On the night of February 23, Japan selected seventy-seven volunteer “death squad” personnel from across its entire fleet, who piloted five blockships, under the protective cover of the main body of the fleet led by the Mikasa, toward the entrance of Port Arthur’s harbor. But this operation was quickly discovered by Russian forces, and the Japanese vessels, forced to scuttle themselves in a state of panic, did so in poor positions; only a single ship, the Hōkoku Maru, managed to sink within 100 meters of its intended position, and even this achieved no real effect whatsoever. A month later, Japan launched a second, even larger blockading operation, which likewise ended in failure. With the Japanese high command unable to resolve the standoff with the Russian Pacific Squadron through naval means alone, it resolved to have its land forces take the lead in launching the offensive instead.

(2) Japanese Forces Land at Multiple Points, Capturing Liaoyang and Port Arthur

The Japanese First Army, under the overall command of General Kuroki Tamemoto, landed at the port of Incheon in Korea and advanced northward; under cover of powerful artillery support, it broke through the Russian defensive line along the Yalu River in late April, decisively crushing the Eastern Manchuria Detachment under Lieutenant General Zasulich, advancing into Liaoning province, and pressing on toward the strategically important city of Liaoyang. On May 5, the Japanese Second Army, under the command of General Oku Yasukata, taking advantage of the newly appointed commander of the Russian Pacific Squadron, Vice Admiral Stepan Makarov’s passive and lax approach to coastal defense, successfully landed on the Liaodong Peninsula, and subsequently captured Jinzhou, thereby cutting off the land route of retreat for Russian forces at Port Arthur.

On May 29, the Japanese Third Army, under the command of General Nogi Maresuke, likewise successfully landed at Dalian, and directed its main axis of assault straight toward Port Arthur. Japan subsequently organized a Fourth Army as well, under the command of General Nozu Michitsura, which advanced on Haicheng. The Second Army, meanwhile, advanced north to threaten Liaoyang, joining the First and Fourth Armies in a coordinated three-army encirclement of the city. On June 20, Japan formally established its “Manchurian Army General Headquarters,” with General Ōyama Iwao assuming overall command of all three armies in the assault on Liaoyang.

Russian forces concentrated thirteen divisions, roughly 180,000 men, together with 644 artillery pieces, at Liaoyang, establishing three formidable defensive lines. Total Japanese strength committed to the assault on Liaoyang amounted to 120,000 men, with 500 artillery pieces — a clear numerical disadvantage. Japanese headquarters, aware that Russia possessed a standing army of 1,135,000 men, while Japan’s own standing army numbered a mere 150,000 — a figure that, even after full mobilization, could only barely be increased to more than 370,000 — recognized that any prolonged conflict would inevitably prove disadvantageous to Japan, and accordingly resolved on a strategy of swift, decisive engagement.

The first large-scale land battle of the entire Russo-Japanese War now began. At dawn on August 24, Japanese forces, under cover of the fire of several hundred artillery pieces, charged the Russian positions; the First Army launched the opening assault against the left flank of the Russian defensive line, while the Second and Fourth Armies subsequently launched a fierce frontal assault. The two sides fought fiercely for many days, both sides suffering extremely heavy casualties. On August 30, Japanese forces staked everything on a final, all-out offensive, committing every one of their reserve forces to the front line; Russian forces resisted with equal desperation. Owing to the cumulative losses inflicted by its own sustained, relentless offensive, the Japanese army’s own numerical disadvantage grew increasingly pronounced. By dawn on September 3, Japanese forces had already suffered more than 24,000 casualties, and their supply of ammunition, too, had grown difficult to sustain. Ōyama had no choice but to abandon his original plan of encircling Liaoyang by way of a flanking maneuver around the Russian rear.

And yet, just as the Japanese offensive found itself checked and its own position growing increasingly precarious, the Russian commander, General Alexei Kuropatkin, made a critical misjudgment of the overall situation. Fearing that continued Japanese pressure might result in his own forces being outflanked and encircled from the rear, and concluding that the Russian position at Liaoyang had, by this point, become untenable, he ordered a Russian withdrawal to the Shahe line instead. The Japanese, suspecting some form of ruse, did not enter Liaoyang until September 7. The Battle of Liaoyang, lasting ten days in total, cost Japan more than 24,000 casualties of its own through its relentless offensive tactics, while Russian losses totaled fewer than 20,000. Although Russian forces had, in fact, held a clear advantage throughout much of this engagement, Kuropatkin’s own misjudgment ultimately handed Liaoyang over to Japanese forces essentially without further contest.

General Nogi’s Third Army stood as the elite formation of the entire Japanese land army, numbering roughly 48,000 men, equipped with 400 artillery pieces and seventy-two machine guns, and possessing formidable combat capability. Nogi directed his own operational objective squarely against Port Arthur itself. The fortress at Port Arthur represented the very focal point of the Russian defensive effort, stocked with vast quantities of military supplies and protected by formidable, deeply entrenched fortifications — a position genuinely well suited to defense and correspondingly difficult to capture. The Russian garrison defending Port Arthur numbered roughly 50,000 men, equipped with 646 artillery pieces and sixty-two machine guns. Between June and August, the Russian Pacific Squadron, besieged within the harbor of Port Arthur, made two separate attempts to break out of the encirclement, both of which were repulsed by Tōgō’s Combined Fleet. With the Russian fleet unwilling to venture out and engage, the great majority of its combat personnel, together with 284 artillery pieces and vast quantities of ammunition, were transferred over to the land garrison forces instead.

On the night of August 19, the Japanese Third Army launched its first major assault against the Russian defensive positions; Japanese soldiers charged the Russian fortifications under cover of darkness, engaging in brutal, bloody hand-to-hand combat, with heavy casualties on both sides. By the time the fighting had concluded on the 24th, Japanese forces had suffered more than 20,000 casualties, succeeding only in wedging themselves into a few isolated points along the Russian defensive line — and this first major assault, in the end, proved a failure. This experience made clear to Japanese forces that capturing this formidable, iron-clad stronghold within any short span of time was simply not a realistic prospect.

Japanese forces were, as a result, compelled to adopt a strategy of prolonged siege against Port Arthur, while actively preparing for their next assault. On September 19, Japanese forces launched a further major assault; although Japanese losses were again extremely heavy, they succeeded in capturing several key positions — the “Namako Yama,” “Sung-shu Shan,” and “Erlung Shan” — but the crucially important 203-Meter Hill, which commanded a full view over the entire harbor of Port Arthur, remained firmly in Russian hands, and repeated Japanese assaults against this position were all repulsed. It was at this point that Japan learned that Russia’s Baltic Fleet had, by mid-October, already set sail on its long voyage toward the Far East, intending to reinforce the Pacific Squadron. On November 26, Japan launched its third major assault, directing its main axis of attack against 203-Meter Hill. Japanese forces concentrated the whole of their available heavy artillery, subjecting 203-Meter Hill and the neighboring Chi-kuan Shan to a fierce and sustained bombardment, entirely destroying every surface fortification along the Russian defensive position there. On December 5, Nogi resolved on one final, decisive push; Japanese forces, employing close-approach siege tactics and tunnel-mining operations, successfully seized a favorable forward staging position, and, by around four o’clock that afternoon, had finally captured 203-Meter Hill.

Before long, Japanese forces had established a naval observation post atop 203-Meter Hill, and began directing artillery fire against the Russian warships that had, all this while, remained sheltering within the harbor below. Japanese warships, firing their heavy 280-millimeter guns with devastating accuracy, scored direct hits on the Russian battleships Poltava, Retvizan, and Peresvet; with its position now rendered utterly hopeless, the Russian Pacific Squadron, apart from the ironclad Sevastopol and seven small vessels, saw the whole of its remaining fleet destroyed by Japanese artillery fire. On New Year’s Day of 1905, the Russian garrison defending the fortress of Port Arthur formally announced its surrender; Japan, at the cost of more than 60,000 casualties, had finally succeeded in capturing Port Arthur.

From this point on, the overall trajectory of the Russo-Japanese War shifted decisively against Russia, which, having by this point lost command of the sea in the Pacific, found itself, on the land battlefield as well, entirely deprived of any real capacity to mount an effective counteroffensive.

(3) The Battle of Tsushima

Although Japanese forces had, by this point, achieved a series of successive victories on land, Russia’s continued transport of substantial reinforcements and equipment from the home country, together with the concentration of several hundred thousand elite Russian troops in the region of Changchun and its surrounding areas, had, by this point, succeeded in re-stabilizing the overall front line. Japan’s own land offensive found itself effectively checked, and land operations on both sides settled into a state of general stalemate.

At this point, the Tsarist government ordered the Russian navy to immediately assemble a “Second Pacific Squadron,” drawing vessels from both the Baltic Fleet and the Black Sea Fleet, with Vice Admiral Zinovy Rozhestvensky appointed as its overall commander.

On September 26, 1904, the “Second Pacific Squadron” set sail on its long westward voyage. The core of this fleet consisted of four brand-new battleships: the Suvorov, the Oryol, the Alexander III, and the Borodino. In addition, a specialized repair vessel, the Kamchatka, was specifically assigned to the fleet, tasked with providing miscellaneous repair and maintenance support for the newly built battleships along the way. The fleet also included three older battleships, six cruisers, nine destroyers, and various other auxiliary vessels. Because Britain, Japan’s own ally, controlled access to the Suez Canal, this fleet, in order to reach the Far East, was forced to sail all the way around the Cape of Good Hope, at the southern tip of Africa, traversing three separate continents along the way, a journey covering more than 33,000 kilometers in total.

By the time the “Second Pacific Squadron” reached the vicinity of Madagascar, north of the island, it received word that Port Arthur had already fallen. Many within the fleet argued that it should now return to Russia — but Rozhestvensky, stubbornly holding to his own original judgment, continued to insist on obeying the tsar’s own original orders, and pressed on with the voyage regardless. Meanwhile, the Japanese Combined Fleet had, by this point, already returned to Japan to rest and reorganize, conducting thorough pre-battle training and formulating detailed strategy and tactics, patiently awaiting the arrival of the Russian fleet in a position of comfortable readiness. At dawn on May 27, the Russian “Second Pacific Squadron,” having endured this long and arduous voyage, finally arrived at the southern approach to the Tsushima Strait. The Tsushima Strait, some 295 kilometers in length and, at its narrowest point, a mere forty-six kilometers wide, represented the shortest possible route by which a fleet might pass from the coast of Northeast China into the Sea of Japan. Passing through the Tsushima Strait would allow the Russian fleet to make directly for Vladivostok, Russia’s own base in the Pacific.

Tōgō Heihachirō, commander of the Japanese Combined Fleet, judged that the Russian fleet would, in all likelihood, attempt to pass directly through the Tsushima Strait toward Vladivostok, and accordingly resolved to fight an ambush battle there. At around two o’clock in the afternoon on May 27, as the Japanese fleet closed to within 7.5 kilometers of the Russian fleet’s own forward left flank, it suddenly executed a stunning 180-degree turn, so as to seize a favorable position upwind of the Russian fleet. Having completed this turn at comparatively modest cost, the Japanese fleet then used its own advantage in speed to press directly toward the front of the Russian fleet; the Mikasa, disregarding the fierce bombardment of the Russian flagship Suvorov, closed to within 6,500 meters of the Russian fleet before its four 300-millimeter guns suddenly opened fire together. The very first salvo destroyed the Suvorov’s forward smokestack; after the second salvo, both Rozhestvensky himself and the ship’s own captain were wounded, its gun turrets disabled and its wireless communications equipment destroyed — leaving the Russian fleet without effective command from the very outset of the engagement. Having secured the crucially advantageous “crossing the T” firing position, at a range of 1.8 kilometers, Tōgō ordered the use of armor-piercing shells; the intense, concentrated fire of the Japanese fleet, within a remarkably short span of time, left the three leading battleships of the Russian fleet’s own three-column formation — the Suvorov, the Oryol, and the Borodino — crippled and disabled.

Just before sunset, the Russian battleship Borodino was struck in its forward gun turret by a shell fired from the Japanese vessel Fuji, triggering a boiler explosion, and the ship sank immediately, with not a single member of its crew surviving. Half an hour after the Suvorov was struck by a torpedo and sank as well, the Russian vessel Alexander III, too, sank owing to the severity of the damage it had suffered, with 900 officers and men taken prisoner. The following morning, the five surviving Russian vessels, including the Nikolai I and the Orel, their ammunition entirely exhausted, had no choice but to surrender.

In this naval battle, of the thirty-eight vessels with which the Russian fleet had entered the Tsushima Strait, twenty-one were sunk and nine were captured, for a combined total loss of 205,000 tons; Russian personnel losses totaled 4,830 killed and 6,106 taken prisoner. Japanese casualties, by contrast, were extremely light, and Japan achieved an overwhelming, decisive victory. With the conclusion of the Battle of Tsushima, Russia’s final defeat in the Russo-Japanese War was sealed. Japan occupied Korea, drove Russian forces entirely out of the Liaodong Peninsula, and further occupied Russia’s own island of Sakhalin, carrying the flames of war onto Russian home soil itself. From this point on, neither side possessed the capacity to continue the war, and, under the mediation of Britain, France, and the United States, the two sides began peace negotiations. A month later, the two sides signed the Treaty of Portsmouth. Under the terms of this treaty, Japan secured exclusive rights over Korea, Russia agreed to withdraw its forces from Northeast China, and every special privilege Russia had held on the Liaodong Peninsula was transferred, without compensation, to Japan — a settlement that, in every respect, satisfied Japan’s own colonial ambitions to an extraordinary degree.



III. Commentary

The Russo-Japanese War stands as a relatively large-scale imperialist war. Japan, the later-rising imperialist power, ultimately defeated Tsarist Russia — at the time, itself a formidable imperialist power — and, through this victory, rapidly rose in international standing, establishing itself, in a single stroke, among the ranks of the world’s newly rising great powers. The outcome of this war brought about a major transformation in the political and military balance of power across the Far East, and exerted a certain degree of influence on the broader global political landscape of the first half of the 20th century as well. The new types of weapons, equipment, and military technology employed in the course of this war, and the impact these had on the overall conduct of the war, reflect the way the new industrial and technological revolution of the age helped shape the direction of the broader military revolution that followed. This war offers us valuable insight in a number of respects: the pre-war preparations of both Russia and Japan, the concentration and projection of military strength, the contest to seize the strategic initiative and control of the battlefield, and the ongoing improvement of weapons and equipment.

(1) Differences in the Geographic Center of Gravity of Each Nation’s Military Strength Determined Japan’s Decisive Regional Advantage

Compared with Russia, Japan’s overall military strength was, taken as a whole, clearly inferior. Russia’s standing land army numbered 1,135,000 men in total, with a further trained reserve force of more than 3,000,000 men available if called upon. The Russian navy maintained four separate fleets — in the Baltic, the Black Sea, the Pacific, and the Caspian — comprising a combined total of 361 vessels, with a total displacement exceeding 800,000 tons; of these, the Pacific fleet alone possessed sixty-two vessels, with a total displacement of some 200,000 tons. Japan, by contrast, maintained a standing land army, before the war, of only 150,000 men, expanded to a wartime establishment of 375,000, equipped with 1,140 artillery pieces and 147 machine guns. In terms of manpower, the ratio between Japanese and Russian land forces stood at roughly 1 to 5.5 in Russia’s favor. The Japanese navy possessed 152 vessels of various types, with a total displacement of 260,000 tons — a ratio of roughly 1 to 3 relative to the Russian navy. Beyond this, in terms of broader war-sustaining resources, the disparity between Russia and Japan was even more pronounced still. The ratio of annual government revenue between the two nations stood at 1 to 10 in Russia’s favor; the ratio of total population stood at roughly 1 to 3 (Japan’s total population numbered 44,000,000, while Russia’s totaled 141,000,000); and the ratio of total territory stood at roughly 1 to 60 in Russia’s favor.

Judged purely by overall strength, then, Russia unquestionably held an overwhelming advantage over Japan. And yet, from the standpoint of objective geographic circumstance, the single greatest difference between Russia and Japan lay in the fact that Japan was fighting close to its own center of strength, while Russia was fighting in a region far removed from its own. Russia’s own strategic center of gravity had always lain firmly in Europe, and the great bulk of its military strength remained concentrated there; in the Far East, Russia’s total forces numbered a mere 98,000, with a further 24,000 garrison troops, together with 148 artillery pieces and eight machine guns. Beyond this, Russia’s own Far Eastern fleet possessed only sixty-three vessels of various types in total. Japan, by contrast, had concentrated virtually the entirety of both its land and naval combat strength within the immediate theater of operations. As a result, on the very eve of the war, Japan enjoyed a considerable advantage over Russia in the direct comparison of forces and weaponry actually present in the theater — Japanese manpower outnumbered Russian forces there by more than three to one, Japanese artillery by nearly eight to one, Japanese machine guns by eighteen to one, and Japanese naval vessels by 1.3 to one.

This disparity in the geographic center of gravity of each side’s military strength also had a considerable impact on each side’s ability to promptly replenish and reinforce its own combat forces. Japan lay a mere 965 kilometers from the Liaodong Peninsula, and a mere 217 kilometers from Korea; should the need arise, Japan could complete troop movements within a remarkably short period of time, and could likewise readily resupply its forces with matériel. Russia, by contrast, fighting a war against Japan in the Far East, found its own strategic center of gravity — even reckoned from as relatively close a point as Lake Baikal — still more than 3,000 kilometers distant from the actual theater of war. Russia relied chiefly on a single Trans-Siberian rail line of extremely limited transport capacity to move troops and supplies, capable of running only three to four trains per day and night. Should Russian forces stationed in Siberia need to be redeployed to Northeast China, this would require at least a full month; and should troops need to be mobilized from Russia’s own European heartland, this would require at least sixty to seventy days — timeframes that fell far short of what the war genuinely demanded, so that, before any major engagement, Russian reinforcements were simply unable to reach the battlefield in time. It was not until September 1905, when Russia finally succeeded in concentrating a force of a million men in the Far East, together with a comparatively adequate supply of military matériel, that the war itself was already drawing to its close.

This same pattern held true in the naval theater of the war as well. Russia’s navy maintained four separate fleets in total, and yet only a single one of these was actually stationed in the Pacific. In the Battle of the Yellow Sea and the fighting at Port Arthur, Russia’s Pacific Squadron was almost entirely wiped out. In an attempt to recover command of the sea, the Russian tsar, in October 1904, ordered vessels drawn from the Baltic Fleet organized into a Second Pacific Squadron, dispatched to reinforce the Far East. By the time this fleet, after a grueling 224-day voyage, finally reached the Sea of Japan, exhausted from its long journey, Port Arthur had already fallen firmly into Japanese hands — and this very fleet, in turn, found itself intercepted by the well-rested, thoroughly prepared Japanese Combined Fleet, meeting with catastrophic and total destruction as a result.

(2) Inadequate Pre-War Preparation Left Russia in a Passive, Reactive Position from the Very Outset of the War

In terms of the overall degree of pre-war preparation, a striking disparity existed between Japan and Russia. Following the “Triple Intervention” over the return of Liaodong, Japan, determined to wrest control over Northeast China away from Russia, established a clear strategic doctrine treating Russia as its principal adversary, and undertook thorough preparations for war across the military, economic, diplomatic, and psychological spheres alike. Before the war, Japan had already completed its own military expansion program, and had dispatched large numbers of intelligence agents into both Northeast China and Russian territory, establishing a meticulously organized intelligence network on the ground. To adapt to the particular terrain conditions of Northeast China — its many rivers and hilly terrain — the Japanese army designated the division as its basic tactical unit, and increased the proportion of mountain artillery and machine guns within its force structure accordingly. The Japanese navy, too, had completed the construction of its own naval bases before the war began, and had commissioned, from British shipyards, a number of newly built warships that surpassed Russia’s own new vessels in both firepower and speed. In 1903, the Japanese navy spent an entire winter conducting live-fire exercises and various training drills at sea.

To compensate for its own overall disparity in strength, Japan also undertook active diplomatic efforts before the war, concluding, in 1902, the explicitly military-oriented Anglo-Japanese Alliance with Britain, and securing the support of the United States as well. This diplomatic activity played a considerable role in giving Japan the confidence it needed to proceed with its war against Russia. Once the Russo-Japanese War had broken out, Britain, as Japan’s own formal ally, provided Japan with even more active support. When the Russian government prepared to redeploy its Black Sea Fleet to reinforce the Far East, Britain brought considerable pressure to bear on the Ottoman Empire, forcing it to refuse Russian naval vessels passage through the Bosporus and Dardanelles straits. Throughout the war, Britain and the United States, too, continually supplied Japan with vast quantities of coal, oil, and other strategic resources, while also providing substantial financial assistance. According to available statistics, more than half of Japan’s total wartime expenditure over the course of the entire Russo-Japanese War was, in fact, funded by Britain and the United States, with American loans to Japan alone totaling as much as $450,000,000.

Compared with Japan, although Russia had, in fact, undertaken considerable preparation for war against Japan before the conflict began, because Russia’s own territory spanned both Europe and Asia, it needed constantly to balance its own interests in Europe against those in the Far East, and could not commit itself wholeheartedly to the contest over the Far East alone; the mounting social crisis within Russia itself, meanwhile, made it correspondingly difficult for Russia to arrive at any genuinely unified approach to its own relations with Japan. For this reason, although Russia displayed an outwardly firm and uncompromising posture regarding its own expansion into the Far East, its actual preparation for war proceeded with considerable delay and hesitation. Even as it became increasingly apparent that Japan intended to contest Korea and Northeast China through military means, Russia still failed to shift its own attention from Europe to the Far East in any timely fashion. By the time the Russo-Japanese War broke out, the comparatively modest Russian forces available were scattered across South Manchuria, the maritime region, and the vast expanse of Transbaikalia — with roughly 53,000 men in the region of Mukden, Liaoyang, and Haicheng; roughly 20,000 in the region of Andong (present-day Dandong) and the eastern coast of the Liaodong Peninsula; roughly 7,500 in the southern Ussuri region; and roughly 30,000 at the fortress of Port Arthur itself. Although Russia had, from 1900 onward, undertaken large-scale construction of defensive fortifications at Port Arthur, by the time the war actually broke out, this construction had still not been fully completed as originally planned. The defensive fortifications along the land-based defensive line alone had originally called for 400 artillery pieces and forty-eight machine guns, but, in practice, had received only 207 artillery pieces and thirty-eight machine guns. Russia, in short, found itself thrust hastily into war without having ever completed adequate preparation for it.

(3) Japan Consistently Maintained an Active, Offensive Posture, Firmly Retaining the Strategic Initiative on the Battlefield Throughout

The fundamental spirit underlying Japan’s own operational plan lay in exploiting Russia’s inadequate preparation and the considerable distance separating Russian forces from their own rear supply bases, through a strategy of sudden, surprise attack: first annihilating Russia’s Pacific Squadron, securing command of the Yellow Sea and the Sea of Japan, thereby ensuring that Japanese land forces could land safely in Korea and on the Liaodong Peninsula and capture Port Arthur; and then concentrating the main body of Japanese land forces, seeking to annihilate Russian forces in the region of Liaoyang and Mukden before Russian reinforcements could arrive. This operational plan possessed three particularly notable features: first, it placed heavy emphasis on swift, decisive engagement and offensive operations, seeking to conclude the war before Russian reinforcements could reach the theater; second, it placed heavy emphasis on securing command of the sea from the very outset of the war, treating command of the sea as the central pivot of the entire operational plan; and third, it placed heavy emphasis on seizing the initiative and striking first, through sudden, surprise attack, so as to secure and maintain the strategic initiative throughout. Throughout the entire course of the war, Japanese forces adhered closely to this operational plan, consistently maintaining an active, offensive posture, and achieved victory in one engagement after another — the Battle of the Yellow Sea, the Battle of Liaoyang, the Battle of Port Arthur, the Battle of Mukden, the Battle of Tsushima, and so on — retaining the strategic initiative firmly in their own hands from the very beginning of the war until its very end.

Compared with Japan, Russia’s own operational plan was, by contrast, fundamentally passive and defensive in character. Russia judged that its own existing forces in the Far East could not possibly prevent Japanese forces from landing in Korea or from advancing onto the Liaodong Peninsula, and accordingly planned to rely on its existing forces to sustain a defensive holding action for a full six months, so as to buy sufficient time to concentrate substantial reinforcements, before then going over to the counteroffensive, forcing a decisive engagement with Japanese forces, and annihilating the main body of Japanese strength in Northeast China and Korea. In simple terms, this amounted to a strategy of “defense first, decisive battle later.” Russia’s operational plan, formulated on the basis of a realistic assessment of the relative strength of the two sides in the Far East, divided the war against Japan into two distinct phases — defense, followed by decisive counteroffensive — hoping, wherever possible, to avoid being forced into a decisive engagement with Japanese forces under conditions genuinely unfavorable to Russia. This particular approach was not, in itself, entirely without merit. And yet this plan fundamentally severed the underlying unity that ought to exist between defense and offense, leaving the first, defensive phase of Russian operations with a distinctly passive, negative character. Under the influence of this particular operational guidance, Russian land forces remained essentially static, passively awaiting reinforcement, while the Russian navy, too, remained sheltered within its own harbors, refusing to venture out — effectively surrendering command of the sea to Japan without a genuine fight. The result was that Russian forces remained, from beginning to end, in a fundamentally passive, reactive position, never daring to take active, proactive measures even when circumstances might genuinely have favored doing so — leaving the strategic initiative on the battlefield firmly and consistently in Japanese hands throughout the entire war.

(4) The Development of Weapons, Equipment, and Military Technology Forced Fundamental Changes in the Methods and Approaches of Warfare

In the Russo-Japanese War, both Japan and Russia made extensive use of many entirely new types of weapons, equipment, and military technology never before seen on the battlefield. Magazine-fed bolt-action rifles became the standard-issue equipment of the land forces of both nations; quick-firing artillery (capable of firing ten rounds per minute) and machine guns, too, saw widespread battlefield use, and genuinely modern mortars, in the true sense of the term, made their first appearance as well, with both the intensity of firepower and the overall effectiveness of fire support seeing marked improvement. The effective range of artillery expanded from a mere two to three kilometers to five or six kilometers, and artillery began to emerge as the decisive factor in land forces’ overall firepower. This rapid modernization of weapons and equipment brought about corresponding new developments in the very style and strategic approach of warfare itself, manifesting most prominently in the widespread adoption of fortified positional defense and field defensive entrenchment. The defensive operations Russian forces conducted at Port Arthur stand as a classic example of fortified positional defense. The defensive system at the fortress of Port Arthur consisted of more than forty fortified strongpoints and more than seventy gun emplacements; its land-based defensive system consisted of two distinct defensive perimeters, with an overall defensive depth of roughly sixty kilometers. The outer defensive perimeter consisted of three successive defensive belts, comprising, from the interior outward, permanent fortifications, semi-permanent fortifications, and a certain proportion of field fortifications as well. The inner defensive perimeter, too, consisted of three successive defensive belts — a forward position, a core position, and a peripheral position. Each defensive position was centered around strongpoints formed by fortified strongholds and gun emplacements, with extensive trench networks and infantry shelters constructed both between these strongpoints and in the surrounding approach terrain; each defensive position, moreover, was protected by an extensive system of barbed-wire entanglements, outer trenches, deer-antler obstacles, and other defensive impediments positioned in front of it, together forming an integrated, deeply layered fortified defensive system, centered on strongpoints, combining firepower coordination with obstacle deployment. The enormous casualties Japanese forces suffered at Port Arthur bear vivid testimony to the tremendous defensive strength this kind of fortified positional defensive system could provide. Even today, more than a century after the war, visitors strolling through the old battlefield at Port Arthur can still see the formidable, massive fortifications that remain there — their walls, reinforced with steel wire and concrete, ranging from one to two meters thick, and, despite having endured so much fighting, still remarkably solid and intact.

Faced with this strengthened Russian defensive capability, Japanese forces, in order to break through the Russian defensive system, made numerous improvements to their own offensive tactics. First, before every assault, Japanese forces would subject the Russian defensive position to a prolonged, high-intensity bombardment, so as to break down the Russian defensive system and disrupt Russian defensive dispositions. In the first general assault against the fortress of Port Arthur, Japanese heavy artillery thoroughly destroyed the fortifications at Da-Ding-Zi Shan, Pan-Long Shan, and West Fort. In the second general assault, Japanese forces conducted a sustained, five-hour preparatory artillery bombardment, inflicting severe damage on the Russian defensive positions there; at the northern fort of Longyan alone, more than 1,000 artillery shells rained down, and every one of the Russian defensive position’s shelters, trenches, parapets, machine guns, and fire-support installations were entirely destroyed. In the third general assault, the Japanese preparatory artillery bombardment inflicted such heavy casualties on Russian forces that, by the time the bombardment had concluded, some Russian companies had fewer than thirty men remaining. This experience made clear that overwhelming firepower had, by this point, become an essential precondition for the successful conduct of offensive operations. Second, because Russian artillery’s effective range had, by this point, considerably expanded, and because Russian forces made extensive use of machine guns and rapid-fire rifles, Japanese forces, in the course of their own offensive operations, were forced to abandon their earlier dense, closely packed assault formations in favor of dispersed, open formations, so as to minimize the casualties inflicted by Russian artillery and rifle fire as far as possible. Within the effective range of infantry and machine-gun fire, dispersed skirmish lines became the standard tactical formation for infantry combat. To reduce casualties and to enhance the element of surprise in offensive operations, Japanese forces placed growing emphasis on the skillful use of terrain, and made extensive use of close-approach engineering works and nighttime assaults to conceal their approach to the enemy. Third, the significance of flanking maneuvers and encirclement tactics became increasingly pronounced. In conducting offensive operations, Japanese forces widely adopted a tactical approach combining direct frontal assault with flanking maneuvers around the enemy’s own flanks, placing particular emphasis on the use of bold flanking maneuvers to destabilize the enemy’s own defensive system. At the Battle of Liaoyang, for instance, even as the Japanese Second and Fourth Armies conducted a direct frontal assault against Russian forces, the Japanese First Army simultaneously executed a flanking maneuver from the southeast against the left flank of the Russian Eastern Group — a maneuver that not only succeeded, tactically, in pinning down and dividing Russian strength, but also seriously undermined the resolve of the Russian commander responsible for the defense there, leading him to make the mistaken decision to abandon the first defensive belt entirely and fall back to the second defensive belt instead — a decision that placed Russian forces in an increasingly passive position. Subsequently, Japanese forces repeated this very same tactic: as they pressed their assault against the Russian second defensive belt, they once again employed a single army in a flanking maneuver against the Russian left flank, with two of its divisions executing a wide encircling maneuver against the rear of the Russian position at Liaoyang, once again forcing Russian forces into a further withdrawal as a result.

(5) Command of the Sea Played a Crucially Important Role throughout the War, and Naval Warfare Entered the Era of “Big-Gun Battleship Doctrine”

The Russo-Japanese War both began and ended with naval engagements, with naval warfare playing an absolutely pivotal role throughout the entire conflict, once again demonstrating the crucial importance that command of the sea holds in modern warfare. Throughout the war, Japan held firmly to command of the sea as the central strategic axis of its overall military effort, adopting a consistently active, offensive approach: launching a surprise attack against the Russian fleet within the harbor of Port Arthur even before formally declaring war, forcing the Russian fleet to withdraw into the harbor at Port Arthur and remain there, no longer daring to venture out, thereby ensuring that Japanese land forces could carry out their planned operations smoothly and according to schedule. Through the Battle of the Yellow Sea, the Japanese navy secured complete command of the sea, thereby securing the strategic initiative in the war as a whole. Through the Battle of Tsushima, the Japanese navy dealt the Russian fleet a devastating, annihilating blow, thereby sealing the final outcome of the Russo-Japanese War as well. Russia, by contrast, precisely because it failed to secure command of the sea, found itself unable to mount any genuinely effective resistance against Japan’s landing operations, and this, in turn, left Russia’s entire conduct of the war in a fundamentally passive position throughout. One particularly serious error Russia committed, in its own contest for command of the sea, lay in its failure to properly manage the relationship between fortress and fleet, treating the two as fundamentally opposed to one another, placing excessive emphasis on the role of the fortress while treating the fleet as little more than an auxiliary appendage to it. The American naval theorist Alfred Thayer Mahan described this particular Russian approach as reflecting a “fortress fleet” mentality. In his own work Naval Strategy, Mahan subjected this particular way of thinking to severe criticism, arguing that it represented a fundamentally mistaken approach, since it not only left the fleet in a purely defensive posture in terms of overall operational stance, but also positioned the fleet in entirely the wrong place, intending it to do nothing more than support a fortress it had come to regard, mistakenly, as precious and irreplaceable. “Little did they realize,” Mahan observed, “that the true purpose of a coastal fortress is to support offensive operations, not merely to be defended for its own sake. Russia’s own conception of how to employ its fleet, by preventing it from ever taking the offensive, ultimately left it unable even to mount an effective defense.”

The Russo-Japanese War also demonstrated conclusively that large-caliber, long-range naval guns had, by this point, become the principal offensive weapon of any modern fleet. In light of this, in the years following the Russo-Japanese War, the various naval powers of the world raced to build battleships on an ever-larger scale, giving rise to a full-scale naval arms race centered on battleship construction, and naval warfare itself entered the era of “fleet decisive engagement” and “big-gun battleship doctrine.” Beyond this, the close coordination between land and naval forces that characterized the Russo-Japanese War, the “crossing the T” tactic the Japanese navy employed at the Battle of Tsushima, and the various instances of nighttime naval combat conducted by both sides over the course of the war, all exerted a considerable influence on the subsequent development of naval operational theory as well.

(6) The Russo-Japanese War Transformed the Strategic Balance of the Far East, and Exerted an Important Influence on International Politics throughout the First Half of the 20th Century

On September 5, 1905, under American mediation, Japan and Russia signed the Treaty of Portsmouth. This treaty stands as a classic example of an imperialist treaty of plunder, dividing the spoils of a colonized territory between two rival imperialist powers. Under the terms of this treaty, the southern portion of Northeast China fell within Japan’s own sphere of influence, while the northern portion fell within Russia’s. Japan and Russia had fought a large-scale war on Chinese soil, inflicting enormous suffering on the Chinese people in the process — and yet, in the end, China received not the slightest compensation whatsoever for this suffering, and instead found itself subjected to even further plunder and exploitation as a result. This outcome once again bears grim testimony to the cruel and unforgiving law that a nation left backward will inevitably suffer at the hands of others, and a nation left weak will inevitably be bullied and exploited.

The Russo-Japanese War exerted a profound influence on the overall strategic balance of the Far East in the early 20th century. The earlier pattern, in which Russia had held the offensive initiative against Japan’s own defensive posture, was decisively overturned; Japan, the victor of this war, rose in a single stroke to become the dominant hegemonic power of Asia — a development that only further emboldened the ambitions of Japan’s own militarist clique for continued outward expansion. In 1910, under the pretext of “Japan-Korea Annexation,” Japan formally and completely annexed Korea. At the same time, using the southern portion of Northeast China as its own forward base, Japan steadily expanded its own aggression against China more broadly. Following the “September 18th Incident” of 1931, Japan occupied the whole of Northeast China; and following the “July 7th Incident” (“Marco Polo Bridge Incident”) of 1937, Japan launched its full-scale war of aggression against China, pressing ever further down the path of aggressive expansion. Russia, having suffered defeat in this war, in turn redirected the focus of its own expansionist ambitions back toward Europe. Following the Russo-Japanese War, Russia’s own overall strength had, by this point, been considerably weakened, and tensions between Russia and Britain correspondingly eased as a result. Under French mediation, the two countries subsequently signed the Anglo-Russian Entente, completing the formation of the Triple Entente military alliance bloc. This development, too, helped destabilize the overall military balance of power across Europe, intensifying the underlying contradictions between the two great rival imperialist military blocs of the continent, and ultimately contributing to the eventual outbreak of the First World War. The United States, for its part, had, throughout the Russo-Japanese War, generally supported Japan’s own war effort against Russia, hoping to make use of Japanese strength to break Tsarist Russia’s own monopolistic hold over Northeast China, thereby creating favorable conditions for the extension of American influence into this region as well. And yet the ultimate outcome of the war was that Japan itself rose with remarkable speed to become the United States’ own new rival power in Asia, and Japanese-American relations grew correspondingly and unavoidably tense as a result — a development that would go on to shape the broader course of Far Eastern affairs throughout the first half of the 20th century, right up until the eventual outbreak of the Pacific War, when Japan and the United States finally found themselves locked in direct military confrontation with one another.







Chapter 15: The Battle of Verdun (February 21 – December 18, 1916)

The Battle of Verdun is the collective name given to the series of engagements fought between the German and French armies, from February 21 to December 18, 1916, for control of the fortified region around Verdun — a classic example of positional warfare of attrition. Lasting roughly ten months, this campaign stands as the largest-scale and longest-lasting single engagement of the entire First World War; over the course of more than 300 days of continuous fighting, Germany and France together committed a combined total of roughly fifty German divisions (600,000 men) and roughly sixty-five French divisions (800,000 men) to the battle. In the carnage that unfolded around Verdun and along both banks of the Meuse, the two sides together suffered a combined total of roughly 1,000,000 casualties — Germany losing 450,000, France losing 550,000 — earning the Verdun battlefield the grim nickname “the meat grinder.” The Battle of Verdun marked the turning point of the First World War, and Germany’s fortunes in the war declined steadily from this point onward. The positional warfare of attrition fought at Verdun stands as a representative example of the characteristic style of warfare of the First World War era. Studying this particular battle case offers valuable and concrete insight into the nature of positional warfare, trench warfare, and warfare of attrition alike.


I. Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

By 1916, the First World War had entered its third year. General Erich von Falkenhayn, who had succeeded the elder Moltke as German chief of staff, resolved to launch a fresh, large-scale offensive along the entire French front, hoping thereby to break the prevailing stalemate on the Western European battlefield.

General Falkenhayn believed that, judging from the way the two-front war Germany had fought ever since the outbreak of the conflict had unfolded, the vast expanse of territory held by Russia on the Eastern Front, together with Russia’s own abundant manpower reserves, meant that Germany could not realistically hope to achieve total victory there within any short span of time. The Western Front in France, by contrast, offered comparatively little strategic depth, and French territory itself lay within direct striking distance of the vital heartland of Germany — for this reason, Falkenhayn concluded, Germany ought to concentrate its own strength on delivering a decisive blow there instead. He further believed that, of Germany’s two principal adversaries on the Western Front — France and Britain — decisively defeating either one of them would fundamentally determine the outcome of the entire war. For although Britain had sent an expeditionary force to the European continent, its own true strength did not, in fact, lie in its land forces; France, though it remained the principal power on the Western Front, had, after several years of brutal, exhausting warfare, already seen its own military strength considerably weakened — and, should it suffer a further heavy blow, Falkenhayn believed, the French army would collapse entirely.

Germany ultimately directed the main thrust of its planned offensive against Verdun. Verdun was a sparsely populated departmental town in northeastern France, situated on the banks of the Meuse River, roughly fifty kilometers from the German border — the northeastern gateway to Paris, France’s own capital, and a position both sides regarded as absolutely vital to secure. The Meuse River flowed from south to north through the town of Verdun, dividing the urban area from the hilly terrain to the east. Verdun was known as “the lock and key of the Meuse,” and stood as one of France’s most celebrated fortress strongholds. For German forces to achieve decisive victory over France, they would need to cross the Meuse River — and, to cross the Meuse, they would first need to capture Verdun.

German Strategic Intentions: The Battle of Verdun was originally planned to begin in February 1916, under the codename “Operation Judgment.” German headquarters planned to commit the Fifth Army, under the command of Crown Prince Wilhelm — seventeen divisions, some 200,000 men, with 1,204 artillery pieces (including 683 heavy artillery pieces and 202 mortars) and 168 aircraft — later expanded to fifty divisions, some 600,000 men (accounting for roughly half of the total German strength on the Western Front) — to capture the Verdun sector. According to the plan, this breakthrough was to be achieved along a comparatively narrow frontal sector, some fifteen kilometers wide. Along this main axis of attack, German forces concentrated the Seventh, Eighteenth, and Third Corps — six and a half divisions in total, with 879 artillery pieces (including 522 heavy artillery pieces) and 202 mortars — against a mere two French divisions holding the opposing sector, thereby securing a decisive local advantage: German infantry outnumbered their French counterparts there by more than two to one, and German artillery by 3.5 to one. So dense was the concentration of German artillery and mortars along this sector that the density of fire support reached as high as fifty to 110 pieces per kilometer of front. To conceal the true axis of their main assault, German forces resolved to conduct an eight-and-a-half-hour preparatory artillery bombardment, using the full artillery strength of the Fifth Army, along a deliberately broad front spanning some forty kilometers. German aircraft, meanwhile, would bomb targets in the French rear and strafe French defensive positions there. The German Fifth Army would cover its own left flank; the Fifteenth Corps would launch a supporting attack six kilometers south of the Woëvre plain; and the Sixth Army would conduct diversionary operations along the western bank of the Meuse. Overall German command of this campaign rested first with Chief of Staff Falkenhayn, and later, following his removal, with his successor, Paul von Hindenburg.

French Strategic Intentions: Overall French command of operations in the Verdun sector rested first with General Joseph Joffre, commander-in-chief of French forces, and later with General Philippe Pétain. On the eve of the battle, the fortified region of Verdun was held by three French corps, roughly 100,000 men in total. The eastern sector (the right bank of the Meuse) was held by the French Second and Thirtieth Corps — six divisions in total, equipped with 338 artillery pieces (including 152 heavy artillery pieces); the western sector (the left bank) was held chiefly by two divisions of the French Seventh Corps, equipped with 294 artillery pieces (including ninety-two heavy artillery pieces). Along the eastern defensive sector, the average density of deployed manpower and firepower amounted to 1.5 battalions and fifteen artillery pieces (including eight heavy artillery pieces) per kilometer of front; along the western sector, this density rose to roughly two battalions and twenty-one artillery pieces (including six heavy artillery pieces) per kilometer. South of Verdun, France additionally maintained three infantry divisions as a general reserve. In total, then, France could commit eleven divisions and 632 artillery pieces to the defense of Verdun. France’s overall plan called for holding firm at the fortress of Verdun so as to wear down German strength through attrition. To defend this fortified region, France ultimately committed even its own supreme command reserve — the First, Third, and Twentieth Corps, which reached the region of Bar-le-Duc and Sainte-Menehould in early February 1916.



II. The Course of the Campaign

Phase One: A Sudden German Assault Drives a Wedge into the French Position (February 21–27, 1916)

Crown Prince Wilhelm had originally planned to launch his assault on Verdun on February 12, but, because the entire region experienced almost no clear weather throughout the middle third of that month — persistent rain, snow, and overcast skies, or dense fog reducing visibility so severely that artillery observation and ranging proved impossible — the date of the offensive was repeatedly postponed, ultimately delayed all the way to the end of the month.

At dawn on February 21, the weather over the Verdun region finally cleared, though temperatures remained around twenty degrees below zero Celsius. Days of continuous rain and snow, combined with the dense fog, had left a thin layer of frost coating the ground, and the surrounding hills and forests had been transformed into a vast, frost-covered expanse of white. At twelve minutes past eight in the morning, German forces began a ferocious artillery bombardment.

The German Fifth Army opened fire with every artillery piece of every caliber positioned at its forward and rear positions simultaneously, blanketing the French defensive position with an unbroken wall of fire, so that the French defensive system found itself almost entirely incapable of any effective response whatsoever. In this initial bombardment, German artillery reached a rate of fire as intense as 100,000 rounds per hour — a ferocity of bombardment rarely seen in the entire history of warfare up to that point. This German artillery bombardment continued unabated for more than eight full hours; the French first defensive line was left virtually unrecognizable, and, in certain sectors, the defensive system of the second line, too, suffered devastating destruction. Command and control at every level was thrown into a state of near-total paralysis, and communication links were severed entirely. At forty-five minutes past two in the afternoon, German forces began their infantry assault, organizing numerous separate assault groups that drove directly into the French first defensive position. German infantry, thoroughly well trained in peacetime, placed great emphasis on layered, echeloned assault tactics: at the divisional level, two regiments would lead the assault, with a third held in reserve behind them; within each leading regiment, two battalions would form the first echelon, with a single battalion held as a second echelon; at the battalion level, infantry would advance along a front some 400 to 500 meters wide, organized into three successive assault waves. Leading the way would be one to three squads of infantry accompanied by combat engineers; the first and second waves would consist of infantry companies pressing the assault; and the third wave would combine machine-gun teams with flamethrower squads. Based on past experience, German commanders believed that this particular battle formation would prove more than capable of breaking through the French first defensive line, while still retaining sufficient reserve strength to sustain the momentum of the assault.

German forces quickly succeeded in capturing the French first-line trenches. From February 22 onward, German forces continued to press their offensive: the Seventh Corps captured Haumont and Samogneux; the Third Corps captured Bois d’Herbebois. Both corps then continued to press forward a further two kilometers or so. But the German Eighteenth Corps, meeting resistance from several French strongpoints that had managed to hold out, found itself pinned down and trapped within the Caures Wood.

By the morning of the 23rd, the French first defensive line, formed along a belt of forest in the northern sector, had fallen entirely into German hands, and French forces withdrew to Samogneux, Beaumont, Bois de la Vauche, and Bois de Ville, among other positions. On the 24th, the German assault resumed with renewed intensity. After a devastatingly powerful preparatory artillery bombardment, German forces committed fresh troops to the fighting, and began pressing their assault against the French second defensive line. French forces fought desperately to hold every position, suffering enormous casualties, and communication links between the mobile French field forces and their own artillery and fortified strongpoints were severed entirely. German forces seized this opportunity, and, in the course of a rapid advance, captured the artillery position at Fort Douaumont on the 25th. General Frédéric-Georges Herr, commander of the French Central Army Group, found himself forced to order French forces to withdraw from the Woëvre valley to the Meuse Heights. German Fifth Army reserve forces — the Fifth Corps, the Fifteenth Corps, and the right flank of the Strantz Group — went over to the offensive on the 25th as well, closely pursuing the withdrawing French divisions, and, by the evening of the 27th, had occupied the Woëvre valley entirely.

Phase Two: French Forces Reinforce in Time, Stabilizing Their Position (February 28 – March 5, 1916)

Just as the overall situation facing French forces defending the Verdun sector had reached a moment of grave and pressing crisis, General Joseph Joffre, supreme commander of French forces, dispatched his representative, General Édouard de Castelnau, to Verdun, delivering an uncompromising order: French forces were to “block the enemy on the right bank of the Meuse at any cost whatsoever.” At the same time, Joffre urgently ordered the Twentieth Corps to reinforce Verdun, and directed the First Corps, Thirteenth Corps, and Twenty-First Corps, among other units, to prepare to redeploy to Verdun as well.

On the 25th, Joffre appointed General Henri Philippe Pétain, commander of the Second Army, as commander of the entire Verdun sector, entrusting him with full authority over the defense of the region. Immediately upon assuming this command at Verdun, Pétain established a firm defensive line for the front-line troops under his command, forbidding any unit from withdrawing behind this line under any circumstances, on pain of the severest punishment under French military law. Recognizing that the French first defensive line had, by this point, already been lost, and that the various gun emplacements now functioned as strongpoints within the overall defensive position, Pétain resolved to immediately organize reinforcements for each of these strongpoints, replenishing their supplies of food and ammunition, and stipulated that a given strongpoint’s garrison would be permitted to withdraw only once it found itself completely surrounded by the enemy — this, so as to minimize casualties. He called upon every French officer and soldier defending the Verdun sector to hold fast to the principle that it was “better to sacrifice one’s own life than to yield a single further inch of ground.”

At the same time, to bolster every unit’s resolve to hold firm at Verdun, Pétain resolved to transport, within the shortest possible time, a substantial quantity of reserve manpower, ammunition, and supplies to the front. Because the rail and road links leading to the Verdun region had, ever since the fighting began, suffered severe damage from German artillery bombardment, the sole remaining usable transport route was a secondary road connecting Verdun to Bar-le-Duc — a road that came to be known as the “Sacred Way.” Pétain accordingly ordered engineering units to urgently widen and reinforce this road, and requested that Joffre requisition 4,000 trucks from Paris and elsewhere for the purpose of shuttling supplies back and forth along it. This use of motor vehicles to sustain logistical operations on so massive a scale was, in the history of warfare, without precedent — Pétain himself was the first to pioneer this approach. Over the course of a single week, from February 28 to March 5, France succeeded, using this improvised truck convoy route, in transporting roughly 23,000 tons of ammunition, 25,000 tons of urgently needed provisions, and 190,000 reinforcement troops to the Verdun front.

Phase Three: German and French Forces Become Locked in a Brutal War of Attrition (March 6 – June 7, 1916)

In this third phase of the Battle of Verdun, German forces redirected the main focus of their assault toward the western (left) bank of the Meuse. Crown Prince Wilhelm’s intention, in attacking the western bank of the Meuse, was to seize the extremely important positions of Mort-Homme Hill and Hill 304, so as to eliminate the threat French artillery there posed to the flank of the advancing German forces on the eastern bank, and, from there, to cut off the “Sacred Way” supply line to Verdun by advancing southward from the west.

French forces defending the western bank of the Meuse relied on a three-tiered defensive system: the first defensive line consisted of the positions at Forges, Malancourt, and Béthincourt; the second defensive line ran along the ridge of Mort-Homme Hill, with further strongpoints at Hill 304 and Chattancourt, among others; and the third defensive line consisted of the artillery positions at Bois-Bourrus and Marre. The French Seventh Corps bore primary responsibility for the defense of this sector.

Beginning on March 6, German forces, following a fierce preparatory artillery bombardment, launched their initial assault against the salients of Forges and Regnéville along the French first defensive line. French forces held out stubbornly there for two days before withdrawing on their own initiative.

On March 9, German forces subjected the French positions within the Bois de Cumières forest to intense bombardment, gradually advancing to occupy positions within the woods. At four o’clock that afternoon, French forces organized a counterattack to recapture these lost positions, and the two sides became locked in a protracted, seesawing struggle for control of this forest. German forces assigned to this particular assault, under the close supervision of officers at every level, pressed their attack against the Bois de Cumières forest in wave after wave, disregarding their own mounting casualties, and ultimately succeeded in capturing the greater part of the forest’s defensive positions.

From mid-March onward, the main focus of the German assault along the western bank of the Meuse shifted once again, this time concentrating on Mort-Homme Hill and Hill 304.

On March 13, German forces resumed their offensive, but were checked by well-prepared French artillery fire. The following morning, German forces renewed their assault; although the frontal depth of this particular assault amounted to no more than four kilometers or so, the offensive proved extremely fierce. Under this intense German pressure, French forces mounted a desperate defense, but the territory they still held continued to shrink steadily. On March 16, headquarters of the German Fifth Army ordered a “final push” against the main peak of Mort-Homme, Hill 295. That afternoon, at three o’clock, German forces, following their customary several-hour preparatory bombardment, first used a single division to advance directly toward Hill 295 by way of the Bois de Cumières forest, before launching five successive assaults against the main peak position — but each and every assault was met with concentrated French artillery fire the moment it emerged onto the open ground near the summit. The German offensive suffered severe setbacks, and the assault forces were forced to withdraw back into the Bois de Cumières forest, abandoning even some of the positions they had captured in preceding days.

Headquarters of the German Fifth Army, recognizing that the losses suffered by its own assault forces had, by this point, grown excessive, resolved to shift the axis of attack instead toward the flank of the French defensive core, directing its offensive against the westernmost extremity of the French defensive line along the left bank of the Meuse. The key French defensive strongpoint in this sector was Hill 304.

On March 20, Crown Prince Wilhelm’s newly committed Eleventh Bavarian Division launched a full-scale assault against Hill 304. As this division pressed its assault against the hill without regard for the treacherous terrain involved, it came under intense, concentrated French artillery fire. The attacking forces suffered massive casualties from this bombardment, and, thrown into panic and disarray, ultimately abandoned the assault. After several further failed assaults, Crown Prince Wilhelm was finally forced to abandon this particular axis of attack altogether. Over the course of two days of fighting, the Eleventh Bavarian Division suffered near-total losses, its Third Brigade essentially wiped out entirely. German and French forces remained locked in a grinding stalemate around Mort-Homme Hill and Hill 304 all the way through May, before German forces finally succeeded in capturing these positions.

In May, Pétain was promoted to overall command of the Central Army Group on the Western Front, and General Robert Nivelle succeeded him as commander of the Verdun sector. Upon assuming this command, Nivelle issued a rallying call to every French officer and soldier resisting the German offensive there: “They shall not pass” — a phrase that quickly became a celebrated rallying cry throughout the whole of France.

In early June, Kaiser Wilhelm II, in far-off Berlin, issued an order demanding that Verdun be captured by June 15. Beginning on June 2, German forces, with more than ten divisions under the command of General Ewald von Lochow forming the main assault force, launched a fresh offensive against the final French defensive line protecting the artillery fortifications at Fort Vaux, near Verdun.

Two divisions of the German Tenth Reserve Corps first completed the encirclement of the fortifications at Fort Vaux; specially organized assault teams were then committed to the fighting. Under relentless, ferocious German assault, the French garrison defending the fortifications at Fort Vaux was finally forced to surrender on June 7.

Phase Four: French Forces Open a New Front Elsewhere and Launch a Timely Counteroffensive, Leaving German Forces in an Increasingly Difficult Position (July–December 18, 1916)

Just as German and French forces continued grinding away at one another in the bloody “millstone” of Verdun, in the north of France, along the Somme River, British forces, with French forces playing a supporting role, launched the Battle of the Somme. This coordinated Anglo-French action forced German headquarters to divert forces away from Verdun to reinforce the Somme battlefield instead. At the same time, after months of grueling, punishing warfare, German forces had, by this point, come to recognize clearly just how difficult capturing Verdun truly was, and a portion of German public opinion had, by this point, already begun to criticize Chief of Staff Falkenhayn, questioning the overall strategic wisdom of having launched the Battle of Verdun in the first place.

On August 28, Falkenhayn was relieved of his position as chief of staff by the Kaiser, replaced by Paul von Hindenburg, who had previously served as commander of the German Eighth Army and, subsequently, as commander of the Eastern Front. On September 2, Hindenburg finally ordered German forces to halt their offensive operations at Verdun entirely. French forces then went over to the counteroffensive. In September, French forces launched probing counterattacks at various points along both the eastern and western banks of the Meuse. In late October, having made thorough preparations, French forces launched a large-scale counteroffensive aimed chiefly at recovering the important strongpoint of Fort Douaumont, on the right bank of the Meuse. To recapture this fortification, French forces positioned more than 500 artillery pieces of various calibers on the surrounding high ground, subjecting the fortress to two days of sustained bombardment. At eight o’clock on the morning of the 24th, French reconnaissance aircraft reported that “a German ammunition depot near the fortress has been struck by a stray shell and has exploded” — and French forces seized this opportunity to recapture the fortress in a single decisive stroke.

Over the following two months, French forces, under the direction of General Nivelle, conducted two further large-scale, brief but forceful counteroffensives along both banks of the Meuse. The first, from late October to early November, saw French forces commit 170,000 troops and more than 700 artillery pieces, recovering numerous positions and fortifications. From that point on, German forces found themselves being steadily and relentlessly pushed back. The second counteroffensive was conducted from December 13 to 16. General Charles Mangin directed four divisions in this offensive, supported by the powerful concentrated fire of 400 artillery batteries (including batteries of 400-millimeter heavy howitzers); French forces successively captured the artillery position at Fort Vaux on the right bank on November 2, and, in mid-December, captured Bezonvaux, Louvemont, and Vacherauville, among other villages. Key positions on the left bank, too, were successively recaptured by French forces one by one. By December 18, French forces had advanced to hold their own original third defensive line from earlier in the campaign; General Nivelle ordered a halt to French offensive operations, and the Battle of Verdun came to its final end.



III. Commentary

The Battle of Verdun stands as a massive campaign of positional warfare of attrition, its principal defining characteristics being its extraordinary duration, its brutality, and the sheer scale of destruction it wrought. Later military historians would come to refer to this battle by such names as the “Verdun meat grinder” and “the mill of the Meuse region”; others would describe it as the “Verdun slaughterhouse” or “the battle of hell.” The experience of France’s own resolute, well-organized defensive effort at Verdun, and the lessons offered by Germany’s own repeated reliance on dense, massed infantry assault tactics, both leave a deep and lasting impression on us. As a classic example of positional warfare of attrition, this battle stands as representative of the fundamental character and style of warfare of the entire First World War, and offers us extremely valuable material for our own continued study and research.

(1) Flawed Campaign Planning and an Inadequately Sized Battlefield Left German Forces Unable to Bring Their Own Genuine Strengths to Bear

Before the launch of this campaign, in formulating its own operational plan for 1916, German supreme headquarters, under General Falkenhayn, sought to annihilate the main body of French combat strength at Verdun, hoping thereby to break French resolve on a purely psychological level and force France into submission. And yet German forces, in pressing their assault against this heavily fortified region, exhausted their own already-limited manpower reserves in the process. German forces succeeded neither in capturing the fortress of Verdun outright, nor in annihilating the main body of French combat strength there — and even the diversion of a portion of France’s own forces to assist British operations at the Somme proved insufficient to halt the German offensive at Verdun entirely. The staggering casualties German forces suffered at Verdun ultimately made unmistakably clear, to the German high command, the fundamental truth that Germany’s own manpower reserves, compared with those of the Allied powers combined, were, in fact, considerably more limited — meaning that, even where both sides suffered an equal number of casualties in absolute terms, it would ultimately be Germany whose own reserves of manpower were exhausted first. The Allied powers, taken together, held an overall numerical advantage over Germany in terms of both manpower and matériel — and this fundamental disparity stands as the principal underlying reason Germany’s own strategy of attrition at Verdun ultimately failed. German supreme headquarters had grossly overestimated the capability of its own forces, while correspondingly underestimating that of its French adversary.

At the same time, German field commanders at Verdun committed a number of further serious errors as well. The sector along which the intended breakthrough was to be achieved was, from the very outset, far too narrow — a mere fifteen kilometers wide — and, moreover, was initially confined solely to the right bank of the Meuse. The repeated failure of German assaults there made clear that attempting a breakthrough with the offensive weaponry then available, confined to so narrow a sector of terrain, could not, in itself, yield any truly meaningful operational result. So long as the defending side was able to commit its own reserve forces to a threatened sector in a timely fashion, it could seal off any breach the enemy had opened before the enemy’s own tactical breakthrough could be allowed to develop into a genuine campaign-level breakthrough. These flaws in both the strategic and operational planning of the campaign meant that German forces found themselves confined to fighting a battle of only limited scale before the walls of Verdun. The territory over which German forces conducted their operations was, correspondingly, extremely constrained: at the outset of the campaign, the frontal width of the German assault measured a mere fifteen kilometers, ultimately expanding to no more than thirty kilometers by the battle’s end, with an operational depth of only seven to ten kilometers throughout — and the overall pace of the German advance proved extraordinarily slow as well. Between February 21 and 25, German forces advanced, on average, a mere 11.5 kilometers per full day and night combined; and in the days that followed, this rate of advance slowed to a mere few kilometers per day and night. The German army, an army originally well suited to and skilled in the conduct of mobile, flanking operations, found itself, owing to the extremely constrained size of the battlefield on which it was forced to fight, able to do little more than engage in a grinding war of attrition against its adversary — its own particular strengths left almost entirely unable to find any meaningful expression whatsoever.

Throughout the entire month of March, German forces, despite fighting along both banks of the Meuse, achieved remarkably little in the way of genuine gains, suffering massive bloodshed for comparatively meager results — a poor return, on balance, for the sacrifice involved. At the outset of the Battle of Verdun, German forces had concentrated the whole of their offensive effort against the central position on the right bank of the Meuse, suffering exceptionally heavy casualties there as a result; and once the axis of the German offensive shifted instead to a flanking assault from both the left and right, casualties proved heavier still. The underlying reason for this lay in the fact that, in every one of its assaults against French positions, the German army relied consistently on dense, closely packed formations advancing across open ground. German commanders, placing excessive faith in the destructive effect of their own preceding artillery bombardment, repeatedly pressed forward with dense assault formations regardless of the risk this posed — and, whenever they encountered a French artillery counter-bombardment in response, paid an extraordinarily heavy price as a result. Beyond this, the main body of German forces frequently massed together within villages, valleys, and other constricted terrain features that lay well within the effective range of French heavy artillery — providing French forces with a rare and valuable opportunity to inflict devastating casualties on German troops through concentrated heavy artillery fire.

Under conditions in which the offensive was unable to achieve rapid success, German command found itself perpetually unable to adjust and reinforce its own front-line units in a timely and effective fashion. Although German forces did, at times, adopt a policy of rotating various units through front-line duty, the rest periods between rotations proved far too brief, leaving troops thoroughly exhausted and suffering severe attrition. Once withdrawn from the front, German units, moreover, lacked adequate reinforcement of trained manpower, and were often forced to make up their numbers with poorly trained conscripts instead — with the result that, once these units were committed back to combat, their own fighting capability proved considerably diminished, and they proved incapable of sustaining prolonged combat operations. French forces, by contrast, implemented a policy of frequent rotation, whereby front-line units would be withdrawn to rear areas for rest and recovery after roughly two weeks of continuous combat — an approach that ensured the overall combat effectiveness of the French army as a whole was never allowed to become critically depleted, and that morale, too, was never allowed to suffer any truly severe or lasting blow. The essential defining characteristic of any war of attrition lies precisely in the word “attrition” itself — whoever proves able to hold out longest, whoever proves capable of enduring the greatest degree of sustained attrition, emerges, in the end, as the ultimate victor.

(2) France’s Ultimate Victory Owed Much to the Construction and Effective Application of a Robust and Well-Organized Defensive System

Clausewitz, in his own work On War, observed that defense represents a particular form of military operation through which one seeks to exploit a position of relative strength so as to eventually transition to the offensive and thereby secure ultimate victory. He further observed that, compared with the offensive, the defensive holds a number of genuine advantages, deriving chiefly from the fact that the defender is able to occupy favorable terrain, to conduct operations across multiple fronts simultaneously, and to achieve genuine surprise against the attacking force. The Battle of Verdun offers a vivid illustration of precisely these advantages inherent to the defensive form of warfare. Before the battle began, German forces held a clear and unmistakable advantage over their French counterparts in terms of overall offensive manpower, artillery equipment, and new weaponry alike, leaving France in the passive position of the defender. Once war had been declared between France and Germany, French military authorities resolved to consolidate and further expand a new defensive system within the fortified region of Verdun, integrating the permanent fortification works of the fortress itself with the construction of field defensive positions. By the time the Battle of Verdun actually began, although France’s own fortification-building program had not yet been fully completed, the basic structure of its defensive system had, by this point, already taken shape. This defensive system consisted, in total, of four distinct defensive belts, with an overall depth of roughly fifty kilometers, three of which had been under construction since 1914. The first defensive belt passed through forested terrain, lying some six to seven kilometers from the outer defensive perimeter of the fortress itself; the second defensive belt lay a little more than two kilometers beyond the first; and the third defensive belt lay a little more than two kilometers beyond the second — with the second and third defensive belts positioned along the northern and northeastern spurs of the Meuse Heights. The fortifications of the first defensive belt were the most thoroughly developed of all, comprising three distinct defensive lines of its own: an approach line, a support line, and an inner fortress line. The entirety of this defensive network was equipped with trenches, shelters, communication trenches, and covered emplacements, a portion of which were constructed using reinforced concrete. The approach line of this defensive position was protected by barbed-wire entanglements ten meters wide, in some places extending as far as forty meters. The second defensive belt had not been fully completed by the time fighting broke out, with only certain sectors, and settlements possessing stone buildings, having been converted into reinforced strongpoints garrisoned by troops. The third defensive belt existed, at the outset of the campaign, in little more than name alone, and was, in fact, constructed only in the course of the fighting itself, as French forces mounted their counteroffensive against the German assault. The fourth defensive belt consisted of two distinct components: a belt of Verdun’s own fortress artillery positions, and a belt of permanent central fortifications, the two lying some two to three kilometers apart from one another.

The Battle of Verdun stands as a classic example of positional warfare, trench warfare, and warfare of attrition alike. At a time when the tank had not yet made its appearance on the battlefield, and when machine-gun fire, with the assistance of artillery, could sweep across the entire battlefield with devastating effect, cavalry, owing to its own inherent vulnerability and lack of adequate protection, found itself relegated to little more than a supporting role on the battlefield, while infantry, for its part, was left with little practical option but to rely on entrenched positions for defense, or to advance from trench to trench in the course of an offensive — circumstances under which the defender clearly held the decisive advantage. The experience France gained at Verdun in organizing an effective defense by combining field fortifications with permanent defensive works went on to become the foundational basis on which many European nations, in the aftermath of the First World War, constructed permanent fortified defensive lines along their own national borders. And yet, with the subsequent emergence of the tank, and the growing long-range mobility and mechanized striking power of armored forces, the terrain-based advantage the defender had once enjoyed no longer applied in the same way — a shift that would leave those nations still clinging to the defensive lessons of the First World War suffering devastating losses in the Second World War that followed, as vividly illustrated by the collapse of the French “Maginot Line” under German assault in that later conflict.

(3) The Military Competence of the Commanders on Both Sides Proved an Important Factor Determining the Ultimate Outcome of the Battle

In early 1916, the eyes of virtually everyone in Germany were fixed on Verdun. For German generals, capturing Verdun represented both an extraordinarily formidable task and an extraordinarily great honor, and many eagerly sought the opportunity to lead this particular campaign. Perhaps out of a desire to curry favor with the royal family, Chief of Staff Falkenhayn, after a period of some hesitation, ultimately resolved to entrust the principal task of capturing Verdun to Crown Prince Wilhelm, commander of the German Fifth Army. Although the German high command had deliberately cultivated Wilhelm for eventual command responsibilities of this kind, his own actual training and preparation for such a role proved considerably inadequate. He had served only as a colonel commanding light cavalry of the Death’s Head Hussars, and, during his own single year of service within the German General Staff, had never once held the position of divisional or regimental commander. And yet he himself remained remarkably confident, believing that his own experience working within the General Staff, together with the field training he had undergone, had already provided him with a sufficient “theoretical foundation for commanding large-scale forces.” Alfred von Schlieffen, the former chief of staff, took a dim view of this particular self-assessment, remarking that it was, in his own words, “an unfortunate thing indeed to appoint so young and inexperienced a commander” — one, he observed, “consumed by an overwhelming eagerness for personal glory, yet showing little genuine interest in the actual execution of strategic planning….”

Crown Prince Wilhelm did, in fact, possess the manpower, matériel, and equipment necessary to achieve victory. The Fifth Army under his command was made up of several freshly reorganized corps, and received the direct support of the artillery reserves held by German supreme headquarters. Falkenhayn even drew seventeen divisions from Germany’s own total strategic reserve of twenty-five divisions specifically for the Verdun campaign. At the same time, in order to shatter France’s own formidable, deeply layered defensive system, German supreme headquarters concentrated an enormous mass of artillery for the offensive. Crown Prince Wilhelm himself, upon inspecting the preparations of his various units before the offensive, remarked with evident emotion: “Never before in the history of warfare has so vast a concentration of artillery been assembled for a single offensive — victory is assured!” And yet, in the course of the Battle of Verdun itself, Crown Prince Wilhelm’s own performance proved remarkably mediocre, and he showed little genuine capacity to devise sound strategy in response to the actual demands of the campaign. It may fairly be said that Crown Prince Wilhelm proved, in effect, Germany’s own equivalent of the legendary Chinese general Zhao Kuo — a commander skilled only in “theorizing about war on paper,” while seriously lacking in any genuine practical combat experience of his own. Compared with his own adversary, General Pétain, he showed little understanding of the crucial importance of providing his own troops with adequate supplies and genuine concern for their welfare, showed little appreciation for the importance of periodically rotating and resting units engaged in prolonged combat operations, showed little understanding of the crucial role adequate logistical resupply played in sustaining high troop morale, and showed no real appreciation whatsoever for the particular disadvantages winter conditions posed for the attacking side in any offensive operation. Crown Prince Wilhelm chose to launch his offensive in February — a period of bitterly cold weather during which conditions across the entire theater of operations changed with extraordinary and unpredictable rapidity. Every morning, as the ground began to thaw, the shelters and parapets infantry had painstakingly constructed would begin to collapse and crumble, and the ground itself would turn to thick, cloying mud, making movement extremely difficult — conditions that made it considerably more difficult for German infantry, as the attacking force, to press forward on foot, and that correspondingly increased their own casualties as a result.







Chapter 16: The Battle of the Somme (July 1 – November 18, 1916)

The Battle of the Somme was a large-scale offensive campaign conducted by the combined British and French armies, in the region of the Somme River in northern France, aimed at breaking through the German defensive line and driving German forces back to the Franco-German border. Together with the battles of Verdun and the Marne, the Somme stands as one of the three great battles fought on the Western European front during the First World War. The campaign began on July 1, 1916, and ended on November 18 of that year, lasting four and a half months in all. The Battle of the Somme stands as the largest single battle of the entire First World War; the belligerents together suffered a combined total of more than 1,400,000 casualties, and the sheer scale of the devastation, together with the ferocity of the fighting, shocked the entire world. The large-scale deployment of combat aircraft, and the first appearance of the tank on the battlefield, together heralded the coming of the age of mechanized warfare, and would go on to exert a profound influence on the future evolution of human warfare.


I. Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

On June 28, 1914, the assassination at Sarajevo triggered the outbreak of the First World War. In accordance with its pre-war Schlieffen Plan, Germany first launched an offensive on the Western Front, with its main forces crossing through Belgium and advancing into French territory. In early September, the Battle of the Marne resulted in the collapse of Germany’s own strategy for a swift, decisive campaign, and the Western Front settled into a positional standoff. On the Eastern Front, following the Battle of Tannenberg and the Battle of Galicia, the fighting there, too, settled into a phase of positional warfare. The course of the fighting throughout 1914 left neither the Allied powers (Russia, France, Britain, and Serbia) nor the Central Powers (Austria-Hungary and Germany) able to achieve their intended objectives. In 1915, both sides adjusted their respective plans and redeployed their forces accordingly. Germany shifted its own strategic focus eastward, and, together with Austria-Hungary, launched a general offensive against Russia on the Eastern Front; caught in this pincer movement, Russian forces were forced to withdraw, and the Eastern Front gradually stabilized along a line running from the Gulf of Riga to the Dniester River.

By 1916, the two great power blocs found themselves locked in a general standoff on both the Eastern and Western Fronts alike. Hoping to break this stalemate and force Allied forces into retreat, Germany launched the Battle of Verdun on February 21 of that year. Britain and France, meanwhile, had already formulated their own strategic plan for a large-scale offensive along the Somme, and stood ready to act on this plan when the opportunity arose. But Germany’s sudden and forceful offensive at Verdun disrupted the Anglo-French deployment plan entirely, with substantial reserve forces diverted to the Verdun front; the heavy casualties suffered there, combined with the relentless pressure of the ongoing German offensive, left Allied forces stretched thin and utterly exhausted, with no real opportunity to properly prepare for the planned Somme offensive. It was only once the situation at Verdun had finally stabilized into a prolonged standoff that Britain and France finally found themselves able to muster the strength needed to move against German forces at the Somme.

The Anglo-French Coalition’s Strategic Plan: Under the original strategic plan the British and French high commands had formulated for the Somme campaign, France would commit three army groups, bearing the principal responsibility for the offensive, working in close coordination with two British army groups, launching a large-scale strategic offensive along both banks of the Somme simultaneously, concentrating manpower and firepower to break through the German defensive line, decisively shattering the Western Front stalemate and thereby securing final victory on the Western Front.

Following the outbreak of the Battle of Verdun, French commander Joseph Joffre and British commander Douglas Haig found themselves forced to substantially revise their original campaign plan. Beyond the original objective of breaking the stalemate on the Western Front, Britain and France now also hoped that this new campaign might serve to draw German strength away from Verdun, thereby easing the pressure on French forces there. Primary responsibility for the Somme offensive was accordingly shifted onto British forces; the originally planned breakthrough frontage was reduced from seventy kilometers to forty kilometers, and the total number of divisions committed to the offensive was reduced from sixty-four to thirty-nine — with French participation reduced by 64 percent, and the intended breakthrough sector compressed to fifteen kilometers. The specific forces committed to the offensive were as follows: on the British side, the Third and Fourth Army groups, comprising twenty-five infantry divisions in total; on the French side, the Sixth Army group, comprising fourteen infantry divisions. The principal striking force of the entire campaign was the British Fourth Army group, whose primary task was to break through the German Fourth and Sixth Army groups’ defensive positions north of the Somme; the British Third Army group would provide flank protection for the Fourth Army group’s operations from the west. French forces were organized into two echelons, their primary task being to break through eastward along the southern bank of the Somme, supporting the operations of the British Fourth Army group from the east, and developing their own advance toward Combles. Once the German defensive line had been broken through, the mobile reserve groups of the British Fourth Army group and the French Third Army group would then be committed to the fighting.

Overall Force Composition of the Anglo-French Coalition











	Category
	Commander
	Main Assault Force
	Supporting Force
	Campaign Reserve





	British Army
	Douglas Haig
	Fourth Army: main strength — XIII, XV, III, X, and VIII Corps; army reserve — 2 infantry divisions, 3 cavalry divisions
	VII Corps
	1 reserve army headquarters, 1 corps



	French Army
	Joseph Joffre
	Sixth Army: first echelon — XXXV, XX, and 1st Colonial Corps; second echelon — VII Corps, 1st Cavalry Corps; mobile group — cavalry regiment
	—
	Tenth Army (X, II, XXX, and XXI Corps)





By the time the campaign began, the specific forces the two sides had deployed were as follows: the British Fourth Army group, comprising five corps in total (XIII, XV, III, X, and VIII Corps), was deployed in a single continuous line, under the command of General Henry Rawlinson; its army reserve consisted of two infantry divisions and three cavalry divisions; the VII Corps of the Third Army group likewise took part in the campaign. The French Sixth Army group, under the command of General Émile Fayolle, was organized into two campaign echelons: the first echelon comprised three corps (XXXV, XX, and the 1st Colonial Corps); the second echelon comprised the VII Corps and the 1st Cavalry Corps, with the army group’s own cavalry regiment assigned to serve as a mobile force. Beyond this, the British campaign reserve consisted of one reserve army headquarters and one corps; the French campaign reserve consisted of the Tenth Army, comprising the X, II, XXX, and XXI Corps.

Germany’s Strategic Plan: Because the Somme sector had, for a considerable period, seen no engagements of any substantial scale, the German Second Army group, which had held this forward defensive line throughout more than two years of war, had had ample time to strengthen its own defensive preparations there. The Somme region consisted of hilly terrain, with considerable variation in elevation, and forests and villages scattered throughout. German forces, having carefully selected their defensive terrain, had constructed a comprehensive and thoroughly developed defensive system there. The defensive system of the German Second Army group consisted of three distinct defensive positions. The first position had an overall depth of roughly 1,000 meters, and comprised three lines of trenches together with strongpoints, communication trenches, and reinforced concrete shelters. The second position lay three to four kilometers behind the first, running along a line through Ervillers, Miraumont, and Bazentin, and comprised two lines of trenches together with strongpoints. Each defensive position was protected by barbed-wire entanglements, in certain sectors as much as thirty to forty meters wide. Between the first and second positions lay a further intermediate defensive line as well. Three kilometers behind the second position lay the third defensive position. Beyond this, German forces had also constructed an extensive underground tunnel network, in places reaching depths of up to twelve meters, with entrances to these underground fortifications carefully concealed within villages and nearby woodland, making them extremely difficult for the enemy to detect. The entire defensive system was constructed along the hillside terrain, from low ground to high, giving German forces an unobstructed view of any Anglo-French troop movements. These fortifications were thoroughly and comprehensively equipped, complete with field kitchens, laundry facilities, field hospitals, and other amenities, and were stocked with abundant supplies of ammunition and food. The entire defensive system extended along the northern bank of the Somme and along the road connecting Bapaume and Péronne, with an overall depth of seven to eight kilometers, and was regarded as one of “the strongest and most thoroughly developed defensive fortification systems in the world.”

Even as the British and French forces made meticulous preparations for their coming offensive, German forces had, through various intelligence channels, already learned of both the enemy’s intended objectives and the planned date of the attack. And yet, because German supreme command had mistakenly concluded that Anglo-French forces, having suffered such heavy losses at Verdun, no longer possessed the capacity to launch a large-scale offensive in the Somme sector as well, Germany’s own preparations for the coming battle proved correspondingly inadequate. Responsibility for defending against the French Sixth Army group’s anticipated assault fell to three divisions of the German Seventeenth Corps; responsibility for defending against the British Fourth Army group’s anticipated assault fell to the reserve forces of the Second Army group — specifically, four divisions of the Fourteenth Reserve Corps.

Comparative Strength of the Two Sides: In this campaign, British forces committed two army groups, comprising twenty-five infantry divisions in total; French forces committed a single army group, comprising fourteen infantry divisions — for a combined total, between the two allies, of thirty-nine infantry divisions (later expanded to eighty-six divisions in total, fifty-five British and thirty-two French), together with 3,500 artillery pieces and more than 300 aircraft. German forces, meanwhile, committed a combined total of thirteen infantry divisions to the Somme front (later expanded to sixty-seven divisions).



II. The Course of the Campaign

(1) The Initial Offensive Phase (June 24 – July 5, 1916)

From June 24 to 30, 1916, Anglo-French forces conducted a continuous, seven-day preparatory artillery bombardment ahead of the campaign, of an intensity unprecedented in the history of warfare up to that point, plunging the German defensive position into a veritable sea of smoke and fire. During this period, Anglo-French forces also fired chemical shells against the German position. The great majority of the surface fortifications along the German defensive line were destroyed entirely, and the trenches and communication trenches of the German first defensive position, too, were leveled to flat, open ground; the observation and communication systems of the German Second Army group were devastated, and many artillery units found themselves entirely unable to continue fighting effectively.

At dawn on July 1, the preparatory bombardment came to an end. With the powerful support of both air power and artillery, British and French forces began advancing toward the German defensive positions. German forces, observing the movements of the advancing Anglo-French troops through periscopes, waited until the enemy’s own artillery barrage had lifted and moved forward before emerging in force from their underground fortified positions, occupying their surface defensive positions once more; the moment the advancing Allied infantry came within effective range, German forces opened fire with every weapon at their disposal, light and heavy alike, mowing down British troops, as one contemporary account described it, “like sheaves of wheat being cut down in rows” — the fighting proved extraordinarily brutal. On this first day of the offensive alone, British forces suffered a combined total of 60,000 men killed, wounded, captured, or missing.

Along the main axis of advance north of the Somme, only the two corps on the right flank of the British Fourth Army group (the XIII and XV Corps) succeeded in breaking through the German defensive line, capturing the first defensive position together with the strongpoints of Montauban and Mametz. Because the other three corps, together with the VII Corps of the Third Army group, conducted their own assaults with little real element of surprise, relying on rigid, unimaginative tactics and dense, closely packed assault formations, their offensives were repulsed, with extremely heavy casualties. On July 2, General Rawlinson personally revised the overall assault plan, restricting the Fourth Army group’s main axis of advance to the sector held by its three right-flank corps (XIII, XV, and III Corps), while the X and VIII Corps were withdrawn from the Fourth Army group entirely, placed instead under the command of the reserve army headquarters, and assigned a purely passive defensive role. After two days of bloody fighting, the British Fourth Army group finally succeeded in capturing the village of Fricourt, and continued to press its assault toward the intermediate defensive position. As the principal striking force of the entire Somme campaign, the British Fourth Army group sustained continuous offensive operations, suffering extraordinarily heavy casualties in the process (by July 10, its casualties had already exceeded 100,000), and was ultimately forced to temporarily suspend its own offensive.

In marked contrast to the fierce fighting British forces faced north of the Somme, because German forces had never anticipated that French forces might launch an offensive south of the Somme, German defenses there proved comparatively weak, and French forces, encountering only modest resistance, achieved considerably greater success as a result. The XXXV Corps and the 1st Colonial Corps, after two days of fighting, captured two fortified positions and occupied the villages of Éclusier, Assevillers, and Fricourt, among others, before launching a further offensive to capture Estrées. At the junction between French forces and British forces north of the Somme, the XX Corps, after two hours of fighting on July 1, captured the first defensive position together with the strongpoint of Curlu; according to the campaign’s own coordinated timetable, this advance was meant to be synchronized with that of the British Fourth Army group — but, owing to the latter’s own setbacks, French forces there were forced to temporarily halt their own advance as well. On July 3, the French Sixth Army group broke through the defensive position of the German Seventeenth Corps in a single decisive stroke, inflicting heavy losses on German forces there. Before long, the German Seventeenth Corps managed to regroup its own remaining strength, launching several counterattacks — but, faced with the overwhelming firepower of French forces, these counterattacks not only failed to recapture lost ground but resulted in further heavy German casualties, leaving the corps with no capacity to continue fighting effectively. To avoid the complete annihilation of the Seventeenth Corps, German supreme command hastily redirected reserve forces from the Second Army group to relieve it, and the Seventeenth Corps itself was withdrawn to the third defensive position to rest and reorganize. Because the withdrawal of the German Seventeenth Corps proceeded in such haste, the reserve forces brought forward to replace it were unable to fully occupy every position along the defensive line in time; as a result, certain positions and important strongpoints — Barleux, Méharicourt, and Bapaume, among others — were left entirely without defenders, opening up a substantial gap, together with numerous smaller breaches, along the German defensive front, and presenting French forces with a golden opportunity to exploit. On July 4, an advance detachment of the French XXXV Corps, discovering this state of affairs, moved immediately to occupy the undefended town of Barleux without even having to fight for it. At this point, other French units, too, prepared to press forward toward the Somme, hoping to seize the opportunity and expand upon these gains. But Émile Fayolle, commander of the French Sixth Army group, refused to authorize this course of action. He believed that, in accordance with the “step-by-step advance” doctrine formulated by General Ferdinand Foch, commander of the French Northern Army Group, any newly captured position needed first to be properly consolidated, with the second echelon fully committed to the fighting and adequate artillery preparation completed, before any further offensive could safely proceed. As a result, adhering rigidly to this doctrine, French forces ordered the very units that had been poised to press their advantage to withdraw back to their original positions instead, so as to undertake fresh preparations — a delay that cost France a full two days, and, with it, an excellent opportunity to achieve a genuine campaign-level breakthrough.

Meanwhile, the German Second Army group discovered this critical gap in its own defenses, and, exploiting the two-day pause in the French offensive, hurriedly redeployed five elite divisions, drawn from supreme command’s own strategic reserve, to the sector between Barleux and Méharicourt, relieving the Seventeenth Corps there, filling in every gap in the line, reestablishing a solid defensive system, and firmly sealing off the breach that had opened. This missed opportunity cost France dearly, exerting a serious and lasting impact on the overall course of the campaign. On July 5, French forces resumed their offensive, but found, to their considerable dismay, that German forces had, by this point, already concentrated substantial strength there, and the ensuing assault met with resistance far fiercer than anything encountered before, resulting in extremely heavy French casualties. During this particular phase of the campaign, French forces, constrained by their own rigid adherence to the “step-by-step advance” doctrine and to an overly compartmentalized plan of sector-by-sector assault, proved unable to effectively exercise initiative, maintain continuity of operations, or display genuine tactical flexibility, and, as a result, failed to accomplish their own original operational objectives.

(2) The Phase of Grinding Attritional Combat (July 9 – August 31, 1916)

By this point in the campaign, German supreme command had finally come to recognize that the scale of the Anglo-French offensive in the Somme sector was, in fact, unprecedented — and that the purpose of this offensive was not merely to pin down German forces so as to ease the pressure on the Verdun front, but rather to exploit the opportunity to expand the scale of the campaign further still, achieve a genuine breakthrough of the German defensive line, and thereby bring about the total and complete collapse of German forces on the Western Front as a whole. For this reason, Germany moved swiftly to reinforce its own Second Army group, drawing additional strength from elsewhere. The entire army group was expanded to three separate corps in total — the Fourteenth Reserve Corps, the Sixth Corps, and the Ninth Corps — each comprising five to seven divisions; the total number of infantry divisions within the army group as a whole grew from eight to twenty-one, and the army group was further reinforced with an additional twenty-seven heavy artillery batteries, fifteen light artillery batteries, and thirty aircraft. Of these forces, the Sixth and Ninth Corps together comprised twelve elite divisions, assigned chiefly to hold the line against the offensive of the French Sixth Army group.

Beginning on July 9, French forces reorganized their offensive, concentrating their main strength in the region of Estrées and Ham, hoping to expand the frontage of their advance and to eliminate the threat German artillery north of the Somme posed to the 1st Colonial Corps. The primary task assigned to the British XX Corps was to capture the German second defensive position and the high ground on which the German artillery observation posts were positioned. British forces, meanwhile, made use of a lull in the fighting to reorganize the Fourth Army group, and, on July 14, launched a fresh offensive along a line running through Longueval, Bazentin, and Contalmaison. But by this point, German forces had already reinforced their own defensive strength considerably, so that the overall ratio of Anglo-French to German forces, which had originally stood at 3.8 to 1, had, by this point, fallen to a mere 1.6 to 1. More seriously still, British and French forces found themselves lacking genuine coordination in their respective operational commands, with fundamentally divergent operational approaches that proved extremely difficult to reconcile effectively. Haig, the British commander, hoping to achieve a genuine breakthrough in depth along his own main axis of attack, requested that French forces provide active support, redirecting the weight of the Sixth Army group’s own effort to the sector north of the Somme. But the French commander, judging that British forces were unlikely to achieve genuine success, largely disregarded this British request, and continued instead to direct his own forces in an offensive that diverged, in direction, from the British axis of advance, south of the Somme. As a result, British and French forces proved unable to effectively concentrate their combined strength, seriously undermining the overall progress of the campaign. By July 17, British forces had succeeded in penetrating only three to four kilometers into the defensive depth of the German Fourteenth Corps, wedging themselves into the second defensive position; French forces, meanwhile, had advanced six to seven kilometers, occupying part of the region around Ardeuil and Ham.

The brutal, unforgiving reality of nearly half a month of grinding attritional combat made clear that Anglo-French forces’ original hope of achieving a swift breakthrough of the German defensive line was simply not a realistic prospect, and the campaign’s original plan had, by this point, effectively failed. Haig, the British commander, accordingly proposed to his French counterpart that the two sides adopt a revised strategy: “As between the two of us, our combined Allied forces hold a clear advantage, in terms of both manpower and matériel. Now that German forces have, by this point, eased the intensity of their own offensive at Verdun, I would propose that our own next step should be to adopt a strategy of attrition, wearing down German strength through continuous, small-scale offensive operations, and gradually shifting the balance of strength between ourselves and Germany in our own favor, before then launching a fresh, large-scale offensive in September — by which time, I believe, our renewed offensive will finally prove effective.” Because the military pressure French forces faced at Verdun had, by this point, eased considerably, French commanders agreed to adopt this new operational approach as well.

Beginning in mid-July, the Battle of the Somme gradually evolved into a full-scale war of attrition, in which all sides committed the whole of their available manpower and matériel to the fighting. By the end of July, British forces had committed a further four divisions, French forces a further five, and German forces a further nine reserve divisions to the campaign. On July 19, Germany reorganized its own command structure, dividing the original Second Army group into two new army groups: the First Army group, under the command of General Fritz von Below, responsible for operations north of the Somme; and the Second Army group, under the command of General Max von Gallwitz, responsible for operations south of the Somme. By mid-August, Anglo-French forces together had committed a combined total of fifty-one divisions and 500 aircraft to the campaign, while German forces had committed thirty-one divisions and 299 aircraft.

Throughout the entire month of August, Anglo-French forces adopted a tactic of dispersing their own strength across a broad front, so as to wear down German strength to the greatest possible degree, hoping thereby to improve their own local tactical position and to expand any breakthrough achieved. German forces, in turn, adopted concentrated defensive tactics in direct response, relying on shell craters and improvised shelters for cover, and using machine-gun fire to inflict devastating casualties on the dispersed assault formations of Anglo-French forces. By the end of August, after more than two months of continuous offensive operations, Anglo-French forces had, at the cost of nearly 300,000 casualties, succeeded in advancing a mere three to eight kilometers — north of the Somme, to a line running through Cléry, Maurepas, Guillemont, Ginchy, and west of Combles; south of the Somme, to a line running through Vermandovillers, Estrées, Barleux, and west of Belloy-en-Santerre. German forces, in their own effort to check the Anglo-French advance and hold the Somme defensive line, suffered nearly 200,000 casualties, and expended ammunition equivalent to some 600 trainloads. At the same time, owing to the mounting strain the fighting at the Somme placed on German manpower, Germany was forced to entirely abandon its own offensive at Verdun, redirecting substantial reinforcements instead toward the Somme front, where German troop strength grew to forty divisions in total.

Overall Force Composition of the Two Sides in the Expanded Phase of the Campaign










	Category
	German Forces
	Allied Forces (British)
	Allied Forces (French)





	Original forces
	First Army
	Fourth Army (XIII, XV, III, X, VIII Corps)
	Sixth Army (VII, XXXV, XX Corps, 1st Cavalry Corps, 1st Colonial Corps)



	
	Second Army
	VII Corps (of Third Army)
	



	Reinforcements added
	Sixth Army
	Fifth Army
	Tenth Army (XXXV, X, II, XXX, XXI Corps, 2nd Colonial Corps)



	Total
	40 divisions
	32 divisions
	26 divisions





(3) The Phase of Expanded Offensive and the Conclusion of the Campaign (September 1 – November 18, 1916)

In early September, British and French commanders, after considerable disagreement, finally reached agreement on a plan for a coordinated joint offensive. British forces committed their reserve army group (later renamed the Fifth Army, comprising eight divisions in total); French forces committed the Tenth Army (comprising the XXXV, X, II, XXX, and XXI Corps, together with the 2nd Colonial Corps — thirteen divisions in total) and 1,807 artillery pieces; beyond this, French forces committed the First and Fifth Corps north of the Somme as well.

On September 3, a combined total of four Anglo-French army groups (twenty-six French divisions and thirty-two British divisions), supported by the overwhelming firepower of 1,900 artillery pieces together with air support, launched a large-scale coordinated assault against the German defensive position. The British Fourth Army group, with its three corps in the southeast (VII, I, and V Corps) and its Fifth Army group to the west providing active support, delivered the main thrust of this assault, aiming to seize the commanding high ground between the Somme and the Ancre River. The French Sixth Army group launched its own assault against Bouchavesnes and Cléry; the French Tenth Army group launched its assault against Chilly, Vermandovillers, and Chaulnes, among other positions.

At this point, German forces, too, further extended their own defensive line in depth, reinforcing it with an additional Sixth Army group, which, together with the existing First and Second Army groups, brought total German defensive strength to forty divisions in total.

Judged purely in terms of the sheer number of forces and equipment committed, this phase of the campaign stands as the largest-scale fighting seen in the entire Somme theater since the war began; the contest between the two sides proved extraordinarily fierce, and ultimately ended in a partial Anglo-French victory. The German defensive position was left utterly devastated, its trench lines and barbed-wire entanglements destroyed beyond recognition, the ground pockmarked densely with shell craters and littered with corpses, the stench of death hanging thick in the air. The two sides fought repeatedly over a number of key positions, with many changing hands multiple times over the course of the fighting. German machine guns and barbed-wire entanglements proved devastatingly effective, and every step of Anglo-French advance came at an enormous price. Over six days of fighting, the British Fourth Army group captured Ginchy and Guillemont; the French Sixth Army group captured Cléry; and the Tenth Army group captured Chilly and Vermandovillers. Anglo-French forces advanced, on average, some 150 to 200 meters per day and night, penetrating two to four kilometers into the depth of the German defensive system, and, in certain sectors, drawing close to the German third defensive position. Several corps on the left flank of the Sixth Army group continued to press their assault toward Bouchavesnes and Cléry, capturing Bouchavesnes — part of the German third defensive position — on September 12, and opening up a substantial gap in the German defensive line as a result. Had French forces continued to press their advantage and commit further strength to exploit this breach, they might well have succeeded in transforming this tactical breakthrough into a genuine campaign-level breakthrough. But French forces, after so many days of exhausting fighting, had by this point grown utterly worn out, and their own reserve forces and artillery, too, had fallen well behind the front line, forcing them to halt their advance once again. At dawn on September 13, German forces organized sufficient strength to seal off this breach in time. Once again, French forces had missed a golden opportunity to exploit and expand upon their own hard-won gains.

At this point, the Somme region experienced several consecutive days of heavy rain and dense fog, leaving artillery units unable to receive aerial reconnaissance support, and the muddy, waterlogged roads made it impossible to move heavy artillery forward as well. And yet Anglo-French forces had no intention of abandoning their offensive; instead, they planned to accelerate the pace of the campaign through the introduction of an entirely new type of weapon.

On September 15, British forces launched a fresh, large-scale offensive, deploying, for the very first time, an entirely new weapon — the tank. Within the operational sector of the British XIV, XV, and III Corps, British forces deployed forty-nine Mark I tanks. This particular type of tank weighed between 27.4 and 28.4 tons in total, measured 8.1 meters in length, 4.1 meters in width, and 2.5 meters in height, and had a top speed of a mere six kilometers per hour, with a maximum operational range of just fifteen kilometers. Each vehicle carried a crew of eight, roughly half of whom were dedicated drivers. The vehicle’s interior had no shock-absorbing equipment whatsoever, and the surrounding tracks hung suspended and exposed; crew members were forced to endure violent, jarring vibrations throughout the vehicle’s operation, together with extraordinarily loud engine noise and thick, choking exhaust fumes, with interior temperatures reaching as high as 70 degrees Celsius — conditions that made normal verbal communication between crew members entirely impossible, forcing them to rely instead on banging against the engine housing and hand signals to communicate with one another. Communication between the vehicle and the outside world, meanwhile, relied on carrier pigeons. By August 1916, Britain had produced only forty-nine Mark I tanks in total, and the great majority of the crews assigned to operate them had received no proper training whatsoever. But by this point, the Somme campaign had already inflicted such heavy losses on British forces that Haig, the front-line commander, upon learning of this new and secret weapon, disregarded the objections of many of his own subordinates and ordered all forty-nine tanks committed to the coming assault. Owing to the poor mechanical reliability of these early tanks, however, seventeen broke down and had to be abandoned along the way to their intended jumping-off positions, leaving only thirty-two that actually reached the front; once the assault itself began, a further five tanks became mired in mud and could not move, and another nine suffered mechanical breakdowns and were unable to take part in the fighting, so that, in the end, only eighteen tanks actually advanced to the German forward defensive position. British forces divided these remaining eighteen tanks into two groups: nine were assigned to advance ahead of the infantry, tasked with clearing away barbed-wire entanglements and other obstacles in front of the German defensive line, thereby helping to open a breach in the German defenses; the other nine were assigned to advance alongside the infantry, tasked with providing direct fire support against German troops sheltering within the trenches, thereby directly supporting the infantry assault.

Although British tanks were, at this point, still deployed in comparatively modest numbers, they nevertheless played an important role in the fighting, inflicting a tremendous psychological shock on German forces. These massive, roaring steel behemoths bore down upon German positions, their tracks clattering and grinding, crushing through barbed-wire entanglements, destroying machine-gun emplacements, and pouring machine-gun and cannon fire onto the enemy. German forces, having never before encountered anything like the tank, abandoned their defensive positions in droves and fled in panic in every direction. British infantry, advancing in support of the tanks, captured German positions the enemy had abandoned, suffering remarkably few casualties of their own in the process, and captured machine guns and artillery pieces the fleeing German troops had likewise abandoned. In one instance, a single tank succeeded in forcing roughly 300 German soldiers to surrender outright; and, with the support of yet another tank, British forces succeeded in capturing the village of Flers without firing a single shot. On this particular day, British forces, twenty-one divisions strong, supported by these tanks, launched a dispersed offensive along a ten-kilometer-wide front, advancing four to five kilometers within a mere five hours — an achievement that, in earlier fighting, would typically have required the expenditure of several thousand tons of artillery shells and the sacrifice of tens of thousands of lives to accomplish. Although the tanks did indeed play a genuinely useful role in this particular engagement, because only eighteen tanks had, in the end, actually been committed across so broad a sector — nearly ten kilometers wide — the overall effectiveness of this new weapon remained comparatively limited, and British forces failed to achieve a truly decisive breakthrough of the German defensive line. After a single day of fighting, of the eighteen tanks British forces had committed to the assault, ten had already been damaged or destroyed.

Following this particular engagement, German forces quickly drew lessons from their own experience in countering this new weapon, requiring their infantry to use every weapon and engineering demolition material at their disposal to destroy enemy tanks whenever the opportunity arose. On September 25, Anglo-French forces launched a fresh general assault along an eighteen-kilometer front north of the Somme, once again deploying thirteen tanks in support of this new offensive. But because German supreme command had, by this point, already thoroughly analyzed and drawn lessons from its earlier encounters with British tanks, German soldiers, when confronted with these tanks once again, no longer felt the same overwhelming terror they had experienced before. They made use of machine guns, small-caliber rapid-fire artillery, and hand grenades to mount a determined counterattack against the advancing British tanks. As a result, of the nine British tanks committed to this particular assault, all either became mired in shell craters or were destroyed by German fire, with only four tanks, together with accompanying infantry, ultimately succeeding in capturing the German forward defensive line and securing control over the ridgeline between the Somme and the Ancre River.

After a full month of intense, continuous fighting, British forces had, along the German defensive line spanning the Somme, from Péronne to Beaumont-Hamel, succeeded in driving a wedge some five English miles in depth — but had still failed to achieve their original objective of breaking through the German defensive line entirely and transitioning to a genuine war of maneuver. German forces, for their part, used this period to further strengthen their own defensive system, continually reinforcing their own troop strength, and organized forty-nine divisions to mount a series of powerful counterattacks, successfully checking the Anglo-French advance.

In October, Anglo-French forces concentrated their strength in a series of focused assaults against limited objectives, but, despite suffering enormous losses in the process, achieved virtually nothing of real substance. In November, British forces deployed tanks for a third time, committing three tanks to an assault along the Ancre River. But because of extremely poor weather conditions — continuous heavy rain having left the ground a virtually impassable quagmire — all three tanks became mired in the mud and immobilized, able to provide nothing more than stationary fire support for the accompanying infantry assault. By mid-November, weather conditions had deteriorated further still, and both sides found their own supplies of matériel nearly exhausted, with no way to sustain further offensive operations. Erich Ludendorff, German chief of staff at the time, would later recall: “Our forces had, by this point, already ground to a complete halt in this battle — we were, quite simply, utterly and completely spent.” It was only at this point that the Battle of the Somme could finally be brought, however reluctantly, to its final close.

The Battle of the Somme, lasting a full four months, stands as the largest single engagement of the entire First World War; the two sides together committed a combined total of 150 divisions, 10,000 artillery pieces, 1,000 aircraft, and vast quantities of further equipment and supplies to the fighting. British forces committed fifty-four divisions, French forces committed thirty-two divisions, and German forces committed sixty-seven divisions. Over the course of several months of fighting, British losses ultimately totaled 453,000, and French losses totaled 341,000; the two sides together advanced a mere five to twelve kilometers in total, and, although they never succeeded in fully breaking through the German defensive line, they nevertheless succeeded in wresting the strategic initiative on the Western Front decisively away from Germany. German losses totaled 650,000, and Germany lost 240 square kilometers of territory in the process; German morale, too, suffered a severe and lasting blow as a result.

In studying and researching this particular battle case, our purpose is to gain a deeper understanding of the underlying laws and characteristics that govern warfare of attrition, the profound dependence such warfare places on a nation’s own overall strength and resources, and the way in which outdated operational guidance and rigid, inflexible operational methods can hamper the effective conduct of such a campaign. The deployment of combat aircraft on a massive scale, together with the first appearance of the tank on the battlefield, heralded the coming of an entirely new form of warfare in the history of human conflict — and this, in our view, stands as the single most significant and illuminating aspect of the lessons this particular battle case has to offer us.



III. Commentary

The Battle of the Somme stands as a classic example of warfare of attrition, in which the belligerent powers concentrated enormous forces within a limited territorial space, suffering catastrophic personnel losses and expending vast quantities of material resources in the process. Although Anglo-French losses considerably exceeded those suffered by Germany, this campaign nevertheless succeeded in tying down substantial German strength that would otherwise have been available for the offensive at Verdun, ultimately contributing to the failure of that campaign as well, and dealing a severe blow to German morale more broadly. Through this single campaign, the Allied powers succeeded in wresting the strategic initiative on the Western Front decisively away from Germany, exerting a profound influence on the subsequent conduct of the war as a whole.

(1) The Overall Strength of a Nation’s Comprehensive National Power Ultimately Determines the Final Outcome of Any War of Attrition

The Battle of the Somme, which began as a sudden, surprise offensive but gradually evolved into a prolonged war of attrition, made clear that any belligerent power engaged in such a conflict must possess robust and comprehensive national strength capable of sustaining it, since a war of this kind demands the commitment of enormous manpower, material resources, and financial capital, even as it imposes devastating losses on all who take part in it. The principal component of any nation’s war-making capacity is, of course, its military strength — but this, in turn, rests upon a broader foundation of non-military factors closely bound up with the conduct of war, including political, economic, diplomatic, scientific and technological, and cultural strength, among others. Beyond this, a nation’s war-making capacity depends not merely on its own existing, realized strength, but also on its underlying potential, and on its capacity to convert this latent potential into genuine, realized strength when the need arises — factors that include territorial extent, geographic position, natural resources, productive capacity, population, level of scientific and technological development, transportation infrastructure, international relations, and international standing, among others. How effectively a nation is able to make full use of every resource at its disposal, and how quickly and efficiently it is able to convert these resources into genuine war-making capacity once war has actually broken out, together constitute the fundamental expression of that nation’s comprehensive national strength — and stand as the decisive factor determining the ultimate outcome of any war.

Before the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, the combined population of Britain, France, and Russia alone (including their respective colonial possessions) already totaled 704,500,000; once these three powers had completed full mobilization, their combined land forces totaled 9,777,000 men. Germany and Austria-Hungary (including Germany’s own colonial possessions), by contrast, had a combined total population of only 130,000,000; once these two powers had completed full mobilization, their combined land forces totaled a mere 6,340,000. In terms of air and naval power as well, the Allied powers held a clear and unmistakable advantage over the Central Powers. Britain, France, and Russia together possessed a combined total of 677 aircraft, while Germany possessed only 232 military aircraft. At the outset of the Battle of the Somme, Anglo-French forces committed thirty-nine infantry divisions, 3,500 artillery pieces, and more than 300 aircraft to the campaign, while German forces committed only thirteen divisions. By the time the campaign had entered its phase of grinding attritional stalemate, and continuing through the subsequent expanded phase of the campaign, Anglo-French troop strength had grown to eighty-six divisions in total, while German forces had committed sixty-seven divisions. In terms of overall relative strength, Britain and France together held a considerable advantage over Germany throughout; and although the two Allied powers together suffered nearly 800,000 casualties over the course of this campaign, it was precisely because they possessed such substantial reserve strength to draw upon, and such a solid foundation of comprehensive national power to rely on, that Britain and France ultimately succeeded, through the Battle of the Somme, in tying down the very German forces that would otherwise have been available for the offensive at Verdun, gradually forcing Germany into an increasingly disadvantageous position on the Western Front as a whole.

(2) The Improper Application of Strategy and Tactics, Together with Inadequate Coordination in Command, Were Serious Problems This Campaign Exposed

In the Battle of the Somme, every belligerent power committed a substantial contingent of senior commanders to the campaign, a great many of whom were themselves seasoned veterans of numerous past campaigns. And yet, over the course of the campaign itself, commanders on every side displayed instances of flawed judgment and rigid, inflexible tactical thinking, repeatedly missing favorable opportunities to press their advantage, undermining the achievement of their own operational objectives, and inflicting substantial, entirely avoidable losses on their own forces as a result. On July 3, for instance, in order to prevent the total annihilation of the Seventeenth Corps, German supreme command urgently ordered reserve forces of the Second Army group to relieve the Seventeenth Corps in its defensive position, allowing the latter to withdraw and reorganize. But the commander of the Seventeenth Corps, in his own eagerness to withdraw his forces, failed to take effective measures to properly coordinate this relief operation, and the incoming reserve forces proved unable to fully occupy every position along the defensive line in time — leaving certain positions and important strongpoints entirely without defenders, and opening up a fatal gap and numerous further breaches along the German defensive front, presenting French forces with a golden opportunity to exploit. On learning of this, an advance detachment of the French XXXV Corps moved at once to occupy the undefended town of Barleux without even having to fight for it. Had it not been for the fact that Émile Fayolle, the French Sixth Army group’s own commander, chose, at this critical moment, to rigidly adhere to established doctrine and order all his own forces to withdraw instead, this breach, once occupied and exploited by concentrated French strength, might well have thrown the entire German defensive line into a state of severe instability, or even outright collapse.

Turning to the Anglo-French side of the campaign, at the Battle of Barleux on July 3, French forces, too, displayed rigid and inflexible thinking of their own, adhering strictly to the “step-by-step advance” doctrine and failing to press forward and exploit the genuinely favorable opportunity that had presented itself — a failure that resulted, two days later, in a badly stalled offensive and extremely heavy French casualties. Beyond this, on July 9, when British and French forces reorganized their own offensive, Haig, the British commander, hoping to achieve a genuine breakthrough in depth along his own main axis of attack, sought active French support and coordination. But Fayolle, the French commander, failed to give due consideration to the broader strategic picture, and instead directed his own forces in an offensive south of the Somme that diverged sharply, in direction, from the main British axis of advance, causing the entire Somme campaign to degenerate into a protracted war of attrition. Had Fayolle instead accurately assessed the overall strategic situation, redirecting a portion of his own forces to provide a supporting assault while concentrating the main body of his strength north of the Somme in coordination with British operations there, Anglo-French forces might well have succeeded in concentrating sufficiently superior strength to break through the German defensive line entirely, thereby breaking the Western Front stalemate decisively, thoroughly crushing German forces, and securing final and complete victory on the Western Front as a whole.

(3) The Large-Scale Deployment of Aircraft and the First Appearance of the Tank on the Battlefield Stand as the Most Significant Highlights of This Particular Campaign

In 1903, the Wright brothers invented what stands as the first true airplane in human history, marking humanity’s entry into the age of aviation. Initially employed purely as a means of transportation, the airplane found its first true military application during the First World War — and the Battle of the Somme, in particular, played a crucial role in rapidly advancing both aviation technology and aerial tactics alike. Tactically, in order to provide support to infantry operations, aircraft began operating in coordinated formations to strike ground targets; in terms of operational method, military aviation began to differentiate itself into distinct specialized roles — fighter aviation, bomber aviation, reconnaissance aviation, artillery-spotting aviation, and communications aviation. Technologically, aircraft at this early stage were still manufactured chiefly from wood and canvas; but the practical experience gained in combat made clear, to every belligerent power, that aircraft of this kind proved highly vulnerable and difficult to keep operational under combat conditions, and aircraft manufacturers accordingly began shifting toward the use of aluminum alloys and other metal materials in aircraft construction, while also developing more powerful rotary engines, thereby allowing aircraft to fly farther, faster, and with considerably enhanced combat capability. According to available statistics, by the end of August 1916, Germany’s total aircraft inventory had reached 1,054, France’s had reached 1,033, and Britain’s had exceeded 500. In the Battle of the Somme alone, the belligerent powers together committed nearly 1,000 aircraft to the fighting. Anglo-French air forces succeeded in securing complete command of the air, not only accomplishing every tactical mission assigned to them along the forward battlefield but also conducting air raids deep into the German operational and strategic rear areas as well (targeting regions such as Silesia and the Saarland). This widespread deployment of combat aircraft, in turn, spurred corresponding developments in ground-based air-defense technology and tactics as well. Anti-aircraft defense began making extensive use of anti-aircraft artillery and machine guns, and belligerent powers established observation posts, warning posts, and communication posts, together forming an integrated early-warning reconnaissance system. To better coordinate with ground forces and to minimize the risk of friendly-fire incidents, aviation units began assigning liaison officers to the headquarters of every army group as well.

The tank, which made its dramatic debut on the battlefield during the Battle of the Somme, stood as an entirely new type of weapon, and inflicted a tremendous psychological shock on German forces, exerting a profound impact on the overall conduct of the battle. Although, owing to the still-limited number of tanks deployed, their still-imperfect technical reliability, and a certain degree of ongoing controversy surrounding their proper tactical employment, the tank’s overall tactical impact in this particular campaign proved somewhat limited, it nevertheless achieved a number of genuinely notable successes. On September 15, 1916, British forces, with the support of eighteen tanks, advanced four to five kilometers within a mere five hours — an achievement that, under earlier conditions, would typically have required the expenditure of several thousand tons of artillery shells and the sacrifice of tens of thousands of lives to accomplish. Having witnessed the tank’s performance firsthand over the course of the Somme campaign, every belligerent power came to recognize that the tank represented a weapon of enormous future potential, and moved to actively promote and support its further development; Britain and France began mass-producing tanks and developing more advanced models, while the Russian government, too, placed orders for tanks from Britain.







Chapter 17: The German-Polish War (September 1 – October 2, 1939)

The German-Polish War was a war of sudden, surprise attack launched by Germany against Poland between September 1 and October 2, 1939. In this campaign, Germany committed a combined total of sixty-two divisions, 886,000 men, 2,800 tanks, 2,000 aircraft, and 6,000 artillery pieces; Poland committed seven army groups and four operational combat groups, together with 870 tanks and armored vehicles and more than 400 aircraft — thirty infantry divisions, eleven cavalry brigades, and two motorized brigades in total, with an overall strength of 1,000,000 men. German forces suffered roughly 10,000 killed, more than 30,000 wounded, and 3,400 missing; Polish forces suffered roughly 66,000 killed, more than 100,000 wounded, and more than 400,000 taken prisoner. Hitler’s invasion of Poland was, in truth, a reckless gamble; in launching it, he set in motion the machinery of war in a state of near-total frenzy, and the Second World War broke out, in its full and total scope, as a direct consequence. Considered purely as a military campaign, this war stands as the first occasion on which Germany put the theory of “Blitzkrieg” into actual practice, achieving tremendous success in the process — a classic example of the operational employment of armored, mechanized forces, one whose influence on the subsequent development of land force organization and operations remains profound even today.


I. Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

Poland lay in the heart of central Europe, bordered on both its western and eastern flanks by powerful neighbors — bordering formidable Germany to the west, and the socialist Soviet Union to the east — a distinctive geographic position that sealed Poland’s own fate as a nation repeatedly beset by catastrophe and hardship. Before the 20th century, Poland had already been partitioned among Russia and Germany on three separate occasions, and it was only after the First World War that the country finally regained its own independence.

Following Germany’s defeat in the First World War, under the terms of the Treaty of Versailles, a substantial portion of German territory in the east was ceded to Poland. This territory ceded to Poland included the so-called “Polish Corridor,” at the far end of which the city of Danzig was designated as a non-militarized, internationally administered free city — one of the largest and most important ports on the Baltic Sea. More than a million ethnic Germans lived in this region, who had once belonged to Germany but now found themselves divided from it by Polish territory. For this reason, the German people had, ever since, harbored deep and lasting resentment over the loss of Danzig and the “Polish Corridor” region.

The moment Hitler came to power, he swore to avenge this humiliation, and even came to regard Poland as an enemy more unforgivable, in his own eyes, than France itself. More significantly still, Poland’s own geographic position — bordering the Soviet Union to the east, Germany to the west, Czechoslovakia to the south, and the Baltic Sea to the north — gave it enormous strategic importance. At the time, moreover, Poland stood as the single most militarily powerful of all Britain’s and France’s various allied states across Europe. Were Germany to occupy Poland, it would not only gain access to vast quantities of military and economic resources, but would also dramatically improve its own overall strategic position, eliminating any concern about a potential threat to its own rear while simultaneously advancing against Britain and France, and establishing, at the same time, a forward base from which it could subsequently launch an assault against the Soviet Union as well.

The ambitious Hitler rebuilt Germany’s military strength with extraordinary speed, and, within the span of just a few short years, transformed Germany from a nation humiliated under the terms of the Treaty of Versailles into the single most powerful military power in all of Europe. Beginning in October 1938, Germany repeatedly demanded that Poland return the territory it had earlier lost, insisting that Poland cede the “Polish Corridor” and Danzig, and further demanding that Poland transfer to Germany the right to build roads and railways through the “Polish Corridor” — demands the Polish government firmly and categorically rejected. On March 15, 1939, Hitler swiftly annexed the whole of Czechoslovakia without firing a single shot, and his next target of aggression was, unmistakably, Poland itself; he had already resolved, by this point, to launch a sudden, surprise invasion of Poland by late August or early September of that same year.

On March 23, Britain and France formally concluded a military alliance, guaranteeing Poland’s own security. With this British and French guarantee now secured, Poland’s own resistance to German demands grew correspondingly firmer and more resolute. On July 28, 1939, Hitler received crucial intelligence: British and French military delegations were preparing to travel to Moscow, where a joint anti-German alliance might well be formed. Germany, positioned at the very heart of continental Europe, faced, as one of its gravest strategic dangers, the prospect of being forced to fight simultaneously on both its eastern and western fronts — should such a two-front war come to pass, Germany would find itself trapped in the exhausting, precarious position of having to rush its forces back and forth between two separate fronts at once. For this reason, both sides — Germany on the one hand, Britain and France together with the Soviet Union on the other — placed their heaviest strategic wager on the ultimate position the Soviet Union itself would take. For Soviet leader Joseph Stalin, the question of which side the Soviet Union would ultimately align itself with remained, for the time being, entirely open; with both the Anglo-French bloc and Germany alike, in effect, courting Soviet favor, Stalin saw in this a unique historical opportunity to make whatever decision would ultimately prove most advantageous to Soviet interests. Stalin had no wish to be drawn into a conflict between the two rival blocs while Soviet preparations remained inadequate, unwilling “to serve as cannon fodder for one capitalist power or another in their own mutual contest for advantage.” The Soviet Union proposed that, in order to defend Poland and resist the Nazi invasion, it would need to be granted the right to move Soviet forces into Polish territory — a proposal the Polish government flatly refused, since Poland’s own wariness of the Soviet Union was, if anything, even greater than its wariness of Germany. This particular Polish decision ultimately prompted Stalin to seek an “alliance” with Germany instead.

On August 23, 1939, Joachim von Ribbentrop, Nazi Germany’s foreign minister, traveled to the Kremlin to meet with Stalin. That same evening, the two sides signed the Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact, a treaty that took immediate effect upon signature, together with a secret protocol providing for the joint partition of Poland between the two powers. With this, Hitler had, for the time being, freed himself from the danger of a two-front war, and could now turn the whole of his attention toward dealing with Poland. Hitler issued a secret directive codenamed “Case White,” ordering all three branches of the German armed forces to complete their preparations for the coming war against Poland by September 1. In this directive, Hitler placed particular emphasis on the following point: “Every effort and every preparation must be concentrated on launching an overwhelming and sudden surprise attack.”

Germany’s Strategic Plan and Force Deployment: In accordance with Hitler’s own requirements, German supreme command formulated a corresponding operational plan. Under this plan, Germany would leave only twenty-three divisions (not a single one of them an armored division) to hold the Western Front, concentrating the great majority of its own manpower and equipment instead on the Eastern Front, using fast-moving mobile formations together with the overwhelming power of its air force to launch a sudden, surprise assault against Poland; through Blitzkrieg tactics, German forces would shatter Poland’s defensive line, occupy the western and southern industrial regions of Poland, and then press deep into the very heart of Polish territory, encircling and annihilating each isolated Polish army group in turn — seeking to bring the war to a conclusion within half a month, before then redeploying these forces westward, to reinforce the Western Front against the anticipated Anglo-French offensive there.

In preparation for its assault on Poland, German command secretly and covertly deployed its forces in advance. Within the territories of German Silesia and Czechoslovakia, Germany assembled an “Army Group South,” comprising thirty-three divisions in total, under the overall command of General Gerd von Rundstedt, and consisting of the Fourteenth Army (commanded by Colonel General List), the Tenth Army (commanded by Colonel General Reichenau), and the Eighth Army (commanded by Colonel General Blaskowitz). Army Group South’s mission was, first, to annihilate the Polish forces concentrated in the Silesia region, and then to swing around from the southwest, encircling Warsaw from that direction. In the region of Pomerania and East Prussia, Germany assembled an “Army Group North,” comprising twenty-one divisions in total, under the overall command of General Fedor von Bock, and consisting of the Third Army (commanded by Colonel General Küchler) and the Fourth Army (commanded by General Kluge, and including the Nineteenth Panzer Corps under General Guderian). Army Group North’s mission was, first, to sever the “Polish Corridor,” thoroughly encircling and annihilating the Polish forces concentrated there, before then advancing southward from East Prussia, striking at Polish forces along the Vistula River from the rear, and encircling Warsaw from the northeast. These two army groups were respectively supported by the First Air Fleet (commanded by General Kesselring) and the Fourth Air Fleet (commanded by General Löhr). Germany committed a combined total of forty-four divisions (including seven armored divisions, four light armored divisions, and four motorized divisions), 1,939 aircraft, and 2,800 tanks, with a total strength of 886,000 men. Including the reserve forces earmarked for the campaign against Poland, Germany’s combined forces totaled sixty-two divisions and 1,600,000 men in all.

Poland’s Strategic Plan and Force Deployment: Facing the very real prospect of a German offensive, Poland, too, made corresponding preparations of its own. And yet Poland’s own operational thinking remained firmly rooted in the era of the First World War, and Polish commanders continued to believe that any future war would inevitably prove a prolonged, drawn-out affair. Poland accordingly planned to conduct a strategic defense, holding back the enemy so as to buy time for a coordinated Anglo-French offensive to develop. Polish supreme command formulated its own operational plan for the war against Germany, codenamed “Plan West,” which provided as follows: should Germany invade Poland, Poland would first advance northward while German forces remained concentrated elsewhere, seizing German East Prussia so as to eliminate the northern threat, before then adopting a firm defensive posture along its western and southwestern borders, holding back the German advance while awaiting a coordinated Anglo-French offensive from the west — thereby catching Germany in a decisive pincer movement and securing ultimate victory.

Poland mobilized a combined total of forty divisions and twenty-two additional brigades, together with 870 light tanks, 824 aircraft, and 4,300 artillery pieces, organizing these forces into seven army groups: Pomorze, Modlin, Poznań, Łódź, Kraków, Karpaty, and Narew. Two army groups were deployed along the northern border; four army groups were deployed along the western and southwestern borders; and a further army group was deployed east of the Vistula River, serving as a reserve force. The main body of Polish forces was arrayed along the German-Polish border. Holding the defensive line in the north was Army Group Modlin (two infantry divisions and two cavalry brigades), under the command of General Przedrzymirski-Krukowicz, together with Operational Group Wyszków (three infantry divisions) and Operational Group Narew (two infantry divisions and two cavalry brigades). Within the “Polish Corridor” itself was Army Group Pomorze (five infantry divisions and one cavalry brigade), under the command of General Bortnowski. In the western part of Poznań province was Army Group Poznań (four infantry divisions and two cavalry brigades), under the command of General Kutrzeba. Army Group Łódź (four infantry divisions and two cavalry brigades), under the command of General Rómmel, bore responsibility for covering the approaches to Łódź and Warsaw. Concentrated in the region of Częstochowa, Katowice, and Kraków was Army Group Kraków (seven infantry divisions, one motorized armored brigade, and one mountain infantry brigade), under the command of General Szylling. Responsibility for defending Poland’s southern border fell to Army Group Karpaty (two infantry divisions, two mountain infantry brigades, and one motorized armored brigade), under the command of General Fabrycy. Army Group Prusy (eight infantry divisions and one cavalry brigade), under the command of General Dąb-Biernacki, served as a second echelon, positioned in the region of Kielce, Tomaszów Mazowiecki, and Radom.



II. The Course of the Campaign

On the evening of August 31, 1939, a unit of German SS troops, disguised in Polish military uniforms, staged a fake attack against the German border radio station at Gleiwitz, broadcasting anti-German invective in Polish over the airwaves, and leaving behind several corpses dressed in Polish military uniforms as further “evidence.” Radio stations across Germany then broadcast news that “Germany has come under a sudden Polish attack,” and, shortly afterward, German forces launched their Blitzkrieg assault against Poland. The war as a whole may be divided into two distinct phases.

(1) The German Blitzkrieg Sweeps Rapidly Forward along the Border (September 1–8, 1939)

At forty-five minutes past four in the morning on September 1, 1939, German bomber squadrons roared into Polish airspace, targeting Polish military forces, munitions depots, airfields, railways, roads, and bridges. Within minutes, the Polish people experienced an aerial assault of a scale and intensity unprecedented in human history. Polish cities and ports came under fierce German bombardment; even the capital, Warsaw, did not escape this onslaught. Roughly an hour later, German ground forces launched a general offensive from the north, west, and southwest simultaneously. This close coordination between air and ground forces gave Poland — and, indeed, the entire world — its first true lesson in the devastating power of “Blitzkrieg” warfare.

At the outset of the campaign, Poland’s own military mobilization and deployment remained far from complete. Polish command had, by this point, deployed twenty-four infantry divisions, eight cavalry brigades, one motorized armored brigade, three mountain infantry brigades, and fifty-six territorial defense battalions along its defensive front, with further Polish forces still in the process of deploying even as the early stages of the war unfolded. Caught utterly unprepared, the Polish air force was effectively destroyed within a mere forty-eight hours. Large quantities of artillery, vehicles, and other heavy equipment that could not be evacuated in time were destroyed on the spot; transportation hubs and command centers, too, came under devastating attack, and Polish forces fell into a state of considerable disarray. German forces, seizing this opportunity, pressed forward with their armored and motorized units leading the way, and quickly broke through the Polish defensive line at several key points.

Following the outbreak of hostilities, Poland’s ambassador to Britain immediately cabled the British government, reporting that Poland had come under aerial attack. Germany’s own ambassador initially denied that any such bombing had taken place, though this denial was soon officially confirmed to be false. The King of Britain traveled by car to Downing Street to visit Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain; just as the Prime Minister and his wife arrived at the House of Commons, Parliament was already engaged in its final deliberations, resolving to declare war against the leaders of the Nazi regime — not against the German people themselves.

A year earlier, in 1938, Britain had still believed that satisfying Hitler’s demands might be enough to avert war altogether, and Prime Minister Chamberlain had consistently maintained that Britain ought to do everything within its power to avoid a European war. He had told the British public at the time: “In my own view, the successful resolution of the Czechoslovak question represents merely a prelude to broader efforts, across Europe, to secure lasting peace. Just this very morning, I spoke once again with German Chancellor Hitler, and this is the very document the two of us have jointly signed.” And yet, a year later, Prime Minister Chamberlain’s own fervent hope of preserving peace throughout his own term in office had, by this point, been shattered entirely. At this moment, with Britain now preparing to enter the war, the King himself set aside his own royal attire and donned an air force uniform instead, and Winston Churchill, too, was brought into the wartime cabinet. British forces were placed on emergency wartime alert, and children throughout the country were evacuated from London. At nine o’clock in the morning on September 3, Britain issued Germany a final ultimatum, demanding that Germany provide a firm guarantee of a ceasefire by eleven o’clock that same morning, failing which Britain would formally declare war on Germany. At noon that day, France, too, issued Germany a similar ultimatum, giving Germany until five o’clock that afternoon to respond — but Hitler simply disregarded both British and French ultimatums entirely. On September 3, German forces advanced to the Vistula River, completing the encirclement of the Polish Pomorze Army Group within the “Polish Corridor” region. The besieged Polish forces there, evidently still unfamiliar with the true capabilities of the tank, believed that the armor plating of these vehicles amounted to little more than flimsy tin sheeting, meant merely to intimidate — and so Polish cavalry charged forward in great numbers, brandishing their sabers and lances against the advancing German tanks. German forces, though momentarily taken aback by this sight, quickly recovered their composure, and, without the slightest hesitation, cut down the advancing Polish cavalry with tank cannon and machine-gun fire, crushing them beneath their own treads. What the Polish cavalry had imagined might unfold as some kind of glorious battlefield duel instead degenerated into a one-sided massacre, given the overwhelming disparity in strength between the two sides. General Heinz Guderian himself, in his own postwar memoirs, described the scene: “By September 3, we had already succeeded in encircling the enemy entirely; the forces we now faced were trapped within the wooded region north of Wieszyna and west of Grudziądz. Poland’s cavalry, unfamiliar with the true capabilities of our tanks, suffered catastrophic losses as a result. One Polish artillery battalion, in the course of moving toward Wisła, was overtaken by our own tanks and annihilated entirely, managing to get off only two rounds of fire in the process. Polish infantry, too, suffered devastating casualties. Part of their bridging column was captured during their own retreat; the rest were annihilated entirely.” By September 4, the three infantry divisions and single cavalry brigade of the Polish Pomorze Army Group had been entirely annihilated, while the four divisions under Guderian’s own command had suffered only 150 killed and 700 wounded in the process. The following day, Hitler himself visited the Nineteenth Panzer Corps for an inspection. In discussing with Hitler the principal lessons drawn from this particular engagement, Guderian remarked: “The courage and resilience of the Polish soldiers should not be underestimated — indeed, it is genuinely astonishing. But the reason our own losses proved so remarkably light in this particular engagement lies entirely in the tremendous power our own tanks were able to bring to bear.” Guderian’s conclusions regarding the effective use of massed tank formations left Hitler himself deeply impressed.

The German Third Army launched its own assault from East Prussia, capturing Grudziądz before advancing to the Narew River by September 7. Army Group South, meanwhile, pressed its offensive toward Tarnów, Kraków, Piotrków, and Łódź; the resistance mounted by the Polish Łódź, Kraków, and Karpaty army groups was decisively broken. German forces, using their armored and motorized divisions, rapidly pressed their advance deep into Polish territory. The Polish Prusy Army Group, still not fully assembled and deployed, was forced into a hasty, premature engagement against the advancing enemy, and was ultimately annihilated as a result. By September 8, the advance elements of the German Army Group South had already reached the outskirts of Warsaw.

Having broken through the Polish defensive line, German forces pressed on into the heart of Polish territory at a pace of fifty to sixty kilometers per day — a scale and speed of mechanized advance unprecedented in the entire history of human warfare up to that point. The Polish people mounted stubborn resistance throughout, with cavalry pitted against tanks and rifles pitted against artillery; in wave after wave of increasingly desperate, hopeless struggle, they were slaughtered by their far more powerful adversary.

As early as September 6, the Polish government had already fled Warsaw in considerable haste, relocating to Lublin. Colonel von Vollmer remarked to Hitler: “All that remains now is little more than a rabbit hunt — from a purely military standpoint, this war is, in effect, already over.” By September 7, the southern army group under General von Rundstedt had dealt devastating blows to the Polish Łódź and Kraków army groups, capturing Łódź, Poland’s own industrial center, and Kraków, the country’s second-largest city. Meanwhile, the vanguard of the Tenth Army’s own southern column, the Sixteenth Panzer Corps under General Hoepner, reached the southern outskirts of Warsaw by September 8, cutting off the retreat of the Polish Poznań Army Group from the south. General von Bock’s own northern army group had, by this point, entirely annihilated the Polish Pomorze Army Group and dealt a devastating blow to the Polish Modlin Army Group, securing control of the “Polish Corridor”; German forces then forced a crossing of the Vistula River, seizing positions that guarded the northern approach to the road leading to Warsaw. On September 8, the Third Army (under Küchler) and Fourth Army (under Kluge), both belonging to the northern army group, launched a coordinated assault from the north and northwest toward Warsaw itself.

(2) The Soviet Union and Germany Together Deliver the Final Blow, Hastening Poland’s Total Destruction (September 9 – October 2, 1939)

On September 11, Guderian’s Nineteenth Panzer Corps crossed the Narew River, beginning its advance toward the Bug River, to the rear of Warsaw. On September 14, the Tenth Army (under Reichenau, of the southern army group) and the Eighth Army (under Blaskowitz), moving together, completed the encirclement, west of the Vistula, of the retreating Polish forces from the Poznań and Łódź regions, occupying central Poland and leaving Warsaw itself in a state of near-total encirclement. By September 15, Guderian’s Nineteenth Panzer Corps had encircled Brest; its own Third Armored Division and Second Motorized Division continued their advance, intending to complete the final, deep encirclement together with the Fourteenth Army (under List) of the southern army group’s own right flank. At the same time, the vanguard of the Fourteenth Army, General Kleist’s Twenty-Second Panzer Corps, having encircled Lwów, continued advancing northward, joining forces with the northern army group at Włodawa on the 16th, completing the encirclement of the Polish forces still assembled in the triangle formed by the Bug, San, and Vistula rivers.

On September 17, having completed the encirclement of Warsaw, German forces demanded that the city surrender within twelve hours. By this point, however, the Polish government and Polish supreme command had already fled across the border into Romania on the 16th, and Poland’s own defeat had, by this point, become a foregone conclusion.

Meanwhile, though Britain and France maintained a combined force of millions of troops along the Western Front, they remained entirely passive, refusing to take any active military action whatsoever — declaring war formally, yet never actually engaging in combat. This particular episode later came to be known as the “Phoney War,” or “Sitzkrieg.” Winston Churchill would later remark, with considerable sarcasm: “Paris and London believed they could simply sit back and wait, hoping this particular debt might somehow be avoided.”

The Soviet Union, having already secretly agreed with Germany on the partition of Poland, had, up to this point, refrained from taking action solely because of the non-aggression pact it had earlier signed with Poland itself. The flight of the Polish government finally gave the Soviet Union the “respectable” pretext it needed to send its own forces into Poland. The Soviet government declared: “Because the Polish government no longer exists, the Soviet-Polish Non-Aggression Pact is accordingly no longer valid. In order to protect the interests of the Ukrainian and Belarusian minority populations, the Soviet Union has resolved to move its forces into the eastern regions of Poland.” At dawn on September 17, the Soviet Belorussian Front and Ukrainian Front, under the respective commands of General Mikhail Kovalyov and General Semyon Timoshenko, crossed Poland’s eastern border and began advancing westward. On September 18, German and Soviet forces met at Brest-Litovsk.

Hitler, eager to capture Warsaw as swiftly as possible, ordered German forces to take the city before the end of September. On September 25, German forces began a bombardment of the fortifications, strongpoints, and key supply centers surrounding Warsaw. On September 26, the German air force began bombing Warsaw itself. On September 27, the defenders of Warsaw ceased their resistance. On September 28, the commander of the Warsaw garrison formally signed an instrument of surrender before General Blaskowitz, commander of the German Eighth Army. On September 29, the fortress of Modlin, too, surrendered. By October 2, Hel, the last Polish stronghold still offering resistance, surrendered as well, and Poland, as a state, had been utterly destroyed.



III. Commentary

The German-Polish War stands as the opening campaign of the Second World War, and represents the very first direct clash between Germany’s own Blitzkrieg tactics and the traditional linear defensive doctrine of the era — a vivid, dramatic episode in which the clash between old and new operational philosophies played out across the European battlefield, and one whose lessons and experience are well worth our own careful and sustained reflection.

(1) Poland’s Conservative, Outdated Operational Doctrine Proved Utterly Unable to Withstand Germany’s “Blitzkrieg” Operational Philosophy

Although General Franz Halder, at the time serving as deputy chief of the German supreme command’s operational staff, once remarked that “never before in its history has the German army entered a war so inadequately prepared as this,” General Guderian himself observed, quite rightly, that the remarkably swift victory Germany achieved in this campaign against Poland ought not to be attributed to the German army as a whole, but rather specifically and exclusively to the newly established German armored and motorized divisions, and to their own particular “Blitzkrieg” style of warfare. As the British military theorist Basil Liddell Hart observed: “The outcome of this particular campaign was determined not by any superiority in raw numbers, but rather by the sheer speed with which German air power and armored forces were able to act together in close coordination.” Poland’s own geographic terrain, moreover, proved extraordinarily well suited to the rapid, high-speed advance of German armored formations. Apart from the densely forested hill country found in the southern foothills of the Carpathian Mountains, the whole of Poland consisted, almost without exception, of vast, open plains, extending in an unbroken expanse from Germany all the way to the Ural region of the Soviet Union. Although roads across this plain were comparatively sparse, an unusually dry summer season in 1939 had left the soil extraordinarily well suited to the movement of mechanized and motorized forces, and German motorized infantry divisions were able to follow directly behind the advancing tanks without encountering any real obstruction at all. The only real obstacles capable of slowing the advance of German tanks were the region’s various rivers — the Warta, the Vistula, and the Bug — but the exceptionally dry weather conditions considerably eased the difficulty of forcing crossings over these waterways as well. Beyond this, because these rivers generally flowed from the southeast toward the northwest, this natural drainage pattern proved further advantageous to the mobility of the advancing German forces of the northern army group, moving south from Pomerania and East Prussia.

The overall operational approach German armored and mechanized forces employed in this particular campaign may fairly be summarized as follows: along a comparatively narrow frontal sector, German forces would select the weakest point in the Polish defensive line and break through there, before then pressing directly and rapidly toward their predetermined objective in depth, disregarding entirely the risk this posed to their own exposed flanks, so as to complete a pincer movement, encircling and annihilating substantial enemy forces from the rear. Whenever German tank formations, in the course of their advance, encountered resistance from an enemy strongpoint, a fortified region, defensive obstacles, or a village, these were, as a general rule, simply bypassed entirely, left instead to be mopped up by the follow-on infantry forces coming up behind. As a result, as German tank formations pressed their advance forward, they frequently found themselves advancing sixteen to thirty-two kilometers ahead of their own supporting infantry, thereby maintaining a consistently high tempo of offensive operations throughout. At the same time, German armored formations were accompanied by their own highly responsive, efficient combat engineering bridging units, which, whenever they encountered a destroyed bridge or otherwise impassable river crossing, were able to swiftly clear a path forward or construct a temporary bridge — another important factor contributing to the remarkable speed of the German advance. And yet German forces, too, encountered occasional setbacks in the course of this offensive. The Seventh Panzer Regiment of the “Kempf” Panzer Division, serving as the spearhead for two accompanying infantry divisions, found itself unexpectedly halted before the Polish defensive position at Mława, encountering an extensive anti-tank obstacle constructed from massed rail track sections, and, under the fierce fire of Polish defenders, suffered considerable losses as a result — of the 164 tanks committed to this particular assault, seventy-two were destroyed.

The fundamentally backward and conservative operational thinking of Poland’s own supreme command played directly into German hands, greatly facilitating the rapid, deep-penetration, high-speed armored offensive German forces were able to conduct. Polish supreme command mistakenly believed that the coming war would unfold much as it had during the First World War — beginning first with limited engagements along forward outpost positions, only gradually expanding into a broader confrontation thereafter. Poland’s own command also mistakenly believed that Poland’s own terrain was poorly suited to the effective employment of mechanized armored forces, and correspondingly placed excessive emphasis on the role cavalry might play in the coming conflict. As a result, in deploying its own forces, Poland adopted a rigid, linear defensive deployment, scattering the great majority of its own combat strength thinly along its extended border, while relying on cavalry, positioned along the front line, to mount decisive counterattacks that Poland believed might yet secure victory. This wholly inadequate defensive depth, this utter lack of operational flexibility, this reliance on rigid, outdated tactical doctrine, and this reliance on cavalry forces entirely unsuited to survival on the modern battlefield, meant that, under the overwhelming, high-speed assault of massed German armored formations, the main body of Polish forces found itself either annihilated outright or divided and encircled piecemeal, its resistance collapsing with astonishing speed.

The fate that befell Poland sent a profound shockwave through the leadership of both Britain and France at the time. As Churchill himself observed: we have now witnessed, in full, a complete demonstration of modern Blitzkrieg warfare — we have witnessed the close coordination of land and air forces on the battlefield, and we have witnessed the utterly irresistible, overwhelming momentum a massed armored offensive can bring to bear. And yet British and French leaders concluded, at the time, that the principal reason Poland had suffered so swift a defeat lay chiefly in the fact that Polish forces had lacked sufficient modern armored equipment of their own. Although Britain and France, too, hastily moved to expand their own armored divisions in response, they never truly grasped the essential nature of “Blitzkrieg” warfare itself, and their own underlying operational thinking remained, in fundamental ways, still deeply outdated. When Anglo-French forces, in May 1940, once again found themselves confronting the full force of German “Blitzkrieg” tactics, their own backward operational thinking had, by that point, still not been fully awakened or corrected. Outdated operational thinking represents, at bottom, the most fundamental and dangerous form of backwardness a military can suffer from — one that sows the seeds of eventual defeat long before the war itself has even truly begun.

(2) Thorough Pre-War Preparation Ensured the Success of Germany’s Surprise Attack

In order to catch its adversary entirely off guard, Germany, before the war began, undertook a whole series of carefully concealed and covert measures, designed to mask its own preparations for a sudden surprise attack. On the military front, under the pretext of conducting military exercises, Germany assembled troops and war matériel along the German-Polish border; a portion of German forces disguised themselves as Danzig militia, marching into Danzig from East Prussia. Members of Germany’s own fascist “Black Guard” organization, too, infiltrated Danzig under the guise of participating in athletic competitions there. To ensure that these troop movements and concentrations of force would go undetected, Germany also implemented a policy restricting entry into the region while permitting free exit, posting warnings of an openly intimidating character — proclamations such as “Comrades, please keep your mouths shut, lest you bring disaster upon yourselves” — and imposed a strict information blackout through covert surveillance and monitoring as well.

On the diplomatic front, in May 1939, Germany had already formally demanded that Poland cede the Danzig corridor. In July, Hitler, seeking to lull Poland into a false sense of security, personally declared: “Germany has absolutely no intention of provoking conflict over the Danzig question; and should the resolution of the Danzig corridor issue prove necessary, it can always be postponed until next year, or even later.” At the same time, he further indicated that “in the future, we shall invite senior officials to mediate this matter, so as to avoid any further deterioration of the situation.” In August, Hitler further dispatched Hermann Göring to inform Poland’s ambassador to Germany that “the Danzig question is, in truth, a trivial matter.” He likewise conveyed to the British government that “the Danzig question remains, at bottom, a purely local matter,” and that “the German government stands ready to participate directly in negotiations, and welcomes Britain’s proposal to mediate — accordingly, we would ask that Poland dispatch a fully empowered representative to Berlin without delay.” On August 25, Germany even dispatched a naval vessel, disguised as a training ship, to visit Danzig, and further sent a “goodwill” military delegation to visit Polish military headquarters, explaining to Polish authorities there that “rumors that Germany is preparing to invade Poland are entirely unfounded; Germany has, in fact, firmly decided against any general mobilization whatsoever.” At the same time, Germany assured the senior Polish official responsible for Danzig affairs that “Germany sincerely wishes to resolve the Danzig corridor question through peaceful means, and the military precautionary measures we have currently undertaken are set to conclude by mid-September at the latest.” On the evening of August 31 (mere hours before the war itself actually began), Germany’s own foreign minister received Poland’s ambassador to Berlin with an elaborately staged display of warmth and cordiality, and the two even held a formal round of talks together. Immediately following this meeting, Berlin radio broadcast Germany’s own proposed terms for a peaceful settlement to the entire nation.

Beyond this, in order to secure adequate intelligence and to ensure it would have reliable internal support once the surprise attack was actually launched, Germany, before the war, made use of ethnic Germans and fascist sympathizers among various other minority populations residing within Polish territory to organize what came to be known as a “Fifth Column.” German intelligence services dispatched large numbers of agents into Poland, disguised as businessmen, traveling salesmen, cultural representatives, athletes, pastors, journalists, waiters, coachmen, and various other ordinary occupations, so as to strengthen their own coordination and direction of this Fifth Column’s activities. Within Polish government offices, the military, and cities and rural communities alike, this German Fifth Column actively propagated pro-German sentiment, gathered intelligence on Polish political, economic, and national defense affairs, expanded Nazi-affiliated organizations, and organized assault teams in readiness to assist and coordinate with Germany’s coming surprise attack. Through these various covert intelligence operations, Hitler succeeded in gaining an extraordinarily clear and thorough understanding of conditions throughout Poland — the precise location and configuration of Polish military targets and facilities in particular.

(3) The Accuracy of Each Side’s Assessment of the Broader Strategic Situation Proved Decisive in Determining the Ultimate Strategic Outcome of the War

The passive, hesitant posture Britain and France adopted did much, to a very considerable degree, to further embolden the arrogance and aggressive ambition of German fascism. Germany’s own intention to concentrate its superior military strength along the Eastern Front was able to be carried out chiefly because Germany had correctly and accurately judged the broader strategic situation at hand. Hitler seemed to have calculated the psychology of Britain and France with remarkable precision. He remarked to his own generals: “I personally took the measure of Britain’s and France’s leading figures at the Munich Conference — they are, quite simply, not the kind of men capable of waging a genuine world war. And besides — why on earth would they choose to go to war on our account? They would never be willing to sacrifice themselves for the sake of insignificant little Poland!” The actual course of the war would go on to prove this particular German judgment entirely correct.

In September 1939, once German forces had invaded Poland, Germany faced the very real risk of finding itself drawn into a two-front war. At this particular moment, the overall situation on the Western Front was, in fact, considerably favorable to Britain and France. Although, in overall terms, the two sides’ respective military strength remained roughly comparable, with Germany holding a modest advantage in certain respects, on the Western Front specifically, Britain and France together held an overwhelming advantage in both manpower and equipment. Militarily, Hitler had committed the overwhelming bulk of his own available forces to the offensive against Poland in the east, leaving only twenty-three divisions, at the very outset of the campaign, to defend the Western Front. Following the British and French declaration of war, German forces on the Western Front were expanded to forty-three infantry divisions in total, but the great majority of these were newly formed units, whose own level of training and equipment fell far short of what genuine mobile warfare would require. The German army groups stationed on the Western Front consisted entirely of foot-bound infantry formations, possessing neither tanks nor motorized transport of any kind, and equipped with only roughly 300 artillery pieces in total. The main body of the German air force, meanwhile, remained committed to operations against Poland, leaving only a handful of reconnaissance aircraft and outdated fighter planes available for use on the Western Front. As for Germany’s own western defensive line, the so-called “Siegfried Line,” it fell far short of the formidable French Maginot Line in terms of overall strength, and, moreover, remained only partially completed at this point — entirely incapable of holding back any genuine Anglo-French offensive. By comparison, France, following full mobilization, possessed a combined total of 110 divisions, ninety of which were organized into eight army groups together with dedicated Ardennes-sector defensive forces, deployed respectively across twenty-three distinct defensive sectors on French home territory, four of these army groups, together with the Ardennes defensive forces, positioned along the 320-kilometer length of the Franco-German border itself. Beyond this, the advance contingent of the British Expeditionary Force, four divisions in total, landed in France on October 11, with further reinforcements to follow in due course, deployed along the Franco-Belgian border. In terms of primary combat equipment, French forces alone possessed 2,100 tanks, 1,600 artillery pieces, and 1,400 combat aircraft; British forces possessed a further 1,500 combat aircraft — figures that, taken together, far exceeded the equipment available to German forces on the Western Front at the time, giving Britain and France an overwhelming and decisive advantage there. Politically, too, Britain and France together commanded considerably more allied support than Germany did. Among Germany’s own principal allies, Japan remained far removed from the European theater, too distant to render any meaningful assistance, while Italy, citing various pretexts of its own, declined to take any active part in the conflict, leaving Germany to fight this war essentially alone. Britain and France, by contrast, had already formed a coordinated joint force and worked out a unified operational plan together; and, as the broader war continued to expand, the Netherlands, Belgium, and other threatened neighboring states were likely, before long, to join their cause as well, while the United States, itself possessing enormous economic interests in Europe and maintaining close ties with Britain, could likewise be counted upon to provide substantial support — meaning that Britain’s and France’s own overall war-making potential, taken together, considerably exceeded that of Germany. In terms of the broader military-strategic balance as well, Britain and France, at this particular moment, held the more advantageous and proactive position, while Germany found itself in a considerably more reactive one. Before the German-Polish War had even concluded, German forces found themselves not only entirely unable to spare any attention for the Western Front, but also facing the very serious and pressing threat of being caught between two hostile fronts simultaneously — a threat that left German forces genuinely vulnerable, unable to advance without exposing themselves to danger on either side. Anglo-French forces, by contrast, found themselves in the enviable position of being able to advance or hold their ground entirely at their own discretion, free from any real fear of adverse consequences either way. And yet, owing to Britain’s and France’s own policy of appeasement, their own pervasive war-weariness, and the fundamentally outdated character of their own military thinking, they proved entirely unable to translate this genuinely favorable strategic position on the Western Front into any real, concrete advantage. A mere two days after German forces invaded Poland, Britain and France, as Poland’s own formal treaty allies, did indeed declare war against Germany — and yet, having declared war, they nevertheless refrained from actually fighting, standing by and watching passively as Germany crushed Poland entirely. Under the terms of their own military agreements with Poland, Britain and France ought, by rights, to have launched an immediate air offensive against Germany, while committing the main body of French land forces to an offensive along Germany’s own western border. Although Britain and France did, on September 3, formally declare war against Germany, they provided Poland with no meaningful assistance whatsoever in practice. The Anglo-French coalition held an overwhelming advantage over German forces on the Western Front, in terms of both manpower and equipment — and yet they took no action whatsoever to exploit this advantage. It was not until September 9 that French forces finally launched a limited offensive against the Saarland — the so-called “Saar Offensive” — an operation that was, in truth, little more than symbolic in character, and which, in accordance with a decision reached at the Allied supreme command’s own highest-level conference, was called off entirely by September 12 — posing no real threat whatsoever to the considerably weaker German forces then holding the Eastern Front. The shortsighted policy of appeasement the British and French governments pursued at this critical juncture not only ensured the swift and total defeat of their own Polish ally, but also sowed the very seeds of catastrophe for their own subsequent defeat at German hands, in the fall of France that would follow not long afterward. Britain itself, had it not been for the fortunate protective barrier of the English Channel separating it from the continent, might well have suffered precisely the same fate that befell France in due course as well.







Chapter 18: The Battle of Moscow (September 30, 1941 – April 20, 1942)

The Battle of Moscow stands as a strategic campaign of the Second World War, comprising a series of large-scale offensive and defensive operations fought between Soviet and German forces in the region surrounding Moscow. The campaign began on September 30, 1941, and ended on April 20, 1942, lasting six and a half months in all. In this campaign, German forces committed a combined total of seventy-six divisions plus two brigades — roughly 1,800,000 men, 1,700 tanks, more than 14,000 artillery pieces, and 1,390 aircraft; Soviet forces committed a combined total of fifteen armies and one army group — 1,250,000 men, 990 tanks, 7,600 artillery pieces, and 677 aircraft. The campaign ended in German defeat. German forces suffered a combined total of 500,000 casualties (of whom more than 100,000 died or were incapacitated by frostbite), and lost 1,300 tanks, 2,500 artillery pieces, and more than 15,000 vehicles. This Soviet victory shattered Hitler’s own plan for a swift, Blitzkrieg-style conquest, and helped raise the Soviet Union’s own international standing, considerably improving the overall strategic situation and laying the essential foundation for the fundamental turning point that would follow on the Eastern Front. The Battle of Moscow stands as the first occasion on which the massed, heavily concentrated forces of the Soviet and German armies met in direct confrontation with one another; the scale of this campaign was unprecedented, and its outcome carried enormously significant strategic consequences — making it a classic example, well worth our own study, of large-scale mechanized warfare conducted on a truly massive scale.


I. Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

At the very outset of the war, because the Soviet Union had seriously underestimated the likelihood of a sudden German attack, a great many of its own preparations for war had not been completed in time; German forces, by contrast, having made thorough preparations of their own, held a clear advantage in troop strength, weaponry, and technical equipment alike, and quickly broke through the Soviet defensive line, advancing with remarkable speed. German supreme command designated Moscow as the primary axis of its main offensive thrust, resolving to capture the city at any cost whatsoever.

Moscow, the Soviet capital, had a pre-war population of 4,000,000, and served as the nation’s political and economic center and its principal transportation hub, as well as the command center for the entire Soviet war effort. In formulating his own so-called “Operation Barbarossa” plan for the invasion of the Soviet Union, Hitler had assigned the capture of Moscow a position of extraordinary and central importance. Under the terms of “Operation Barbarossa,” German forces planned to launch a full-scale offensive against Moscow in early October, under the operational codename “Typhoon.”

Germany’s Strategic Plan: Under “Operation Typhoon,” German forces planned to advance from three separate regions — northeast of Smolensk, the Roslavl region, and the Shostka region — with a single army together with a single armored group launching a breakthrough assault from each region, directed respectively toward Kalinin, Vyazma, and Oryol-Tula. These three simultaneous thrusts, from the north, west, and southwest respectively, would together encircle and annihilate the Soviet Western Front in the region of Vyazma, the Soviet Reserve Front, and the Soviet Bryansk Front in the region of Bryansk. German forces would then bring powerful mobile formations to bear from the south and north simultaneously, encircling Moscow entirely, with infantry armies pressing the assault directly from the front, and would capture Moscow before the onset of winter.

The Soviet Union’s Strategic Plan: The Soviet plan called for a resolute, tenacious defense, aimed at checking the German advance on Moscow while inflicting maximum possible attrition on German effective fighting strength and technical equipment alike, and resolutely breaking up the concentrated German offensive formations wherever possible — thereby buying the time needed to concentrate strategic reserves for an eventual counteroffensive.

Germany’s Operational Deployment: The forces Germany committed to the assault on Moscow constituted Germany’s own most powerful formation — Army Group Center — under the overall command of Field Marshal Fedor von Bock, comprising the Ninth, Fourth, and Second Armies, together with the Third, Fourth, and Second Panzer Groups — seventy-four divisions in total, including fourteen panzer divisions and eight motorized divisions — accounting for roughly 38 percent of the total infantry divisions and 64 percent of the total panzer and motorized divisions deployed along the entire Soviet-German front. Air support was provided by the Second Air Fleet. German forces planned to advance along a line running through the western Dvina River, Roslavl, and Gzhatsk, launching a coordinated encircling assault directed at the Moscow region.

The Soviet Union’s Operational Deployment: Stalin and Soviet supreme command directly organized and led the defense of the Moscow sector, entrusting responsibility for this defense to three Soviet fronts: the Western Front, under the command of General Ivan Konev; the Reserve Front, under the command of Marshal Semyon Budyonny; and the Bryansk Front, under the command of General Andrei Yeryomenko. In accordance with the overall defensive plan, the Soviet population in the vicinity of Moscow constructed a robust, deeply layered defensive system, establishing a defensive network with an overall depth of 250 kilometers, comprising three distinct defensive lines and nine separate defensive sectors, extending from the rear defensive area of the Mozhaisk line all the way to Moscow itself, and from the Volga-Moscow Canal to the bank of the Oka River near Serpukhov. Defense of the urban area of Moscow itself was entrusted to the Moscow garrison forces and local militia units.

German forces held a clear advantage over Soviet forces in terms of both manpower and equipment. The overall ratio of German to Soviet strength stood at 1.44 to 1 in terms of manpower, 1.7 to 1 in terms of tanks, 1.8 to 1 in terms of artillery, and 2 to 1 in terms of aircraft. German forces held an advantage not merely in terms of raw numbers but also in terms of the overall quality of their weaponry, an advantage particularly pronounced with respect to tanks, combat aviation, anti-tank artillery, anti-aircraft artillery, and motorized infantry forces.



II. The Course of the Campaign

The Battle of Moscow may be divided, according to the character of its successive operational phases, into three distinct stages: defense, counteroffensive, and general offensive.

(1) The Soviet Defensive Phase (September 30 – December 5, 1941)

Army Group Center, with Guderian’s Second Panzer Group and the Second Army forming its first echelon, launched its assault against the Soviet Bryansk Front, in the sector between Zhukovka and Sevsk, on September 30, 1941 — marking the opening of the Battle of Moscow.

Along the Bryansk axis, the German Second Panzer Group drove directly toward Bryansk, the location of Soviet front headquarters, breaking through the Soviet defensive line without encountering serious resistance, and, on October 3, captured Oryol, southeast of Bryansk. German armored forces then swiftly severed the road connecting Oryol to Bryansk, capturing Karachev in a single decisive stroke, before immediately swinging around to envelop Bryansk from the flank as well. The Soviet Bryansk Front found itself divided; its Third and Thirteenth Armies faced the very real danger of encirclement, suffered heavy losses, and were forced to withdraw eastward while fighting a running engagement all the way. On receiving Soviet supreme command’s own order to hold firm, these forces organized what resistance they could where they stood.

On October 6, German forces captured Bryansk itself; the German Second Panzer Group quickly linked up with the Second Army advancing from the west, completing the encirclement of the Soviet Third, Thirteenth, and Fiftieth Armies. The encircled Soviet forces mounted a stubborn resistance, attempting multiple breakout operations along several different axes simultaneously, and made use of aircraft to bomb and strafe German assault formations, even as further Soviet forces air-dropped ammunition and provisions to the encircled troops, supporting and coordinating their breakout attempts. But because of considerable difficulty in maintaining coordinated command, the encircled Soviet forces lacked adequate manpower and equipment to force a genuine breakout, and it was not until October 23 that a modest number of Soviet troops finally succeeded in breaking free of the encirclement; the great majority of the encircled forces were either destroyed outright or taken prisoner. The vanguard of the German Second Panzer Group continued pursuing the remaining forces of the Bryansk Front, drawing close to Tula by October 29.

Along the Vyazma axis, beginning on October 2, German forces launched a fierce assault against the Soviet Western Front, quickly breaking through the Soviet defensive line and rapidly penetrating deep into Soviet defensive positions at several points. German forces of the Ninth Army and the Third Panzer Group then launched a powerful assault against Soviet forces from the region north of Dukhovshchina, while the German Fourth Army and Fourth Panzer Group launched a similarly powerful assault from the region east of Roslavl; these two German formations subsequently swung around from the south and north respectively, converging west of Vyazma, and, by October 6, had completed the encirclement of the Soviet Nineteenth and Twentieth Armies, together with the Twenty-Fourth and Thirty-Second Armies of the Reserve Front, in that same region. In this way, within a mere week of the campaign’s opening, German forces had already torn two separate breaches in the Soviet first defensive line. The encircled Soviet forces west of Vyazma fought with stubborn tenacity, attempting to break out of the German encirclement and link up with forces outside it, but ultimately failed to do so. According to German accounts, the combined total of Soviet prisoners taken in the Bryansk and Vyazma sectors together reached as many as 650,000.

By the time the fighting in the Bryansk and Vyazma regions had concluded, the first phase of Germany’s “Typhoon” operation had, in effect, already been accomplished. And yet, over the course of this fighting, the stubborn resistance of the encircled Soviet forces succeeded in tying down twenty-eight German divisions that had otherwise intended to press swiftly forward, thereby buying Soviet forces elsewhere the time they needed to organize a second defensive line — the so-called Mozhaisk defensive line.

On October 6, in an effort to check the continued German advance on Moscow, Soviet supreme command drew eleven infantry divisions, sixteen tank brigades, more than forty artillery regiments, and various other units — more than 90,000 men in total — from its strategic reserve and from other fronts, reorganizing these forces into four new armies. Soviet forces also urgently intensified construction of defensive fortifications, so as to strengthen the defensive strength of the Mozhaisk line. By mid-October, even as the fierce fighting around the encirclement and counter-encirclement in the Bryansk and Vyazma regions continued to rage, these various Soviet forces had already successively occupied the most critically important sectors of this second defensive belt.

On October 17, in order to shorten the overall length of the Western Front’s own defensive line, Soviet supreme command resolved to transfer the Twenty-Second, Twenty-Ninth, Thirtieth, and Thirty-First Armies, previously belonging to the northwestern sector of the Western Front, to a newly reorganized Kalinin Front, with General Konev appointed as the new front’s commander. German forces advancing against the northern and southern flanks of the Soviet Western Front gradually found their own momentum checked, owing to the increasingly stubborn Soviet resistance they encountered.

To the south, Guderian’s German Second Panzer Group launched a fierce assault against Tula beginning on October 30; after three days of fierce fighting, German forces, having lost more than 100 tanks, found themselves unable to advance any further. Compounding this, with roads in every direction turning to mud, ground transport ground to a virtual standstill, and resupply of matériel became impossible. Germany’s plan to capture Tula in a single decisive stroke, thereby encircling Moscow from the south, proved impossible to carry out as intended, and German forces were forced to go over to the defensive west and south of Tula instead.

To the north, German forces captured Kalinin on October 16. But Soviet forces subsequently launched counterattacks from three separate directions — west, north, and east of Kalinin — forcing the German Third Panzer Group onto the defensive as well, and thereby thwarting Germany’s own plan to encircle Moscow from the northwest. In late October, German forces conducted near-daily air raids against Moscow, even as they continued to intensify their own advance toward the city.

As the momentum of the German offensive weakened, Soviet resistance grew correspondingly fiercer. In the open countryside, even as German tanks struggled desperately to make headway through the mud, Soviet T-34 tanks, with their broad treads, were able to move freely across the same muddy terrain, and Soviet forces adopted “hit-and-run” tactics against the struggling German armor.

From October 2 to the end of October, German forces’ large-scale offensive pushed the front line eastward by 200 to 250 kilometers. But German forces, too, were left utterly exhausted by this sustained offensive, their assault formations scattered and disorganized, and, along many axes of advance, were forced to go over to the defensive as well. Army Group Center, the formation spearheading Germany’s assault on Moscow, was forced to order a general halt along the entire front, so as to await the ground fully freezing over and to reorganize its own dispositions before resuming its advance.

Entering November, German forces reorganized their own dispositions once again. Army Group Center’s main strength was organized into two distinct assault groups, intending to conduct a deep flanking maneuver around both wings of the Soviet Western Front, so as to encircle the main body of Soviet strength west of Moscow. Along the frontal sector directly opposing the Soviet Western Front, German forces concentrated fifty-one fully equipped, full-strength divisions, including thirty-one infantry divisions, thirteen panzer divisions, and seven motorized divisions.

To the north, German forces committed two panzer groups (comprising seven panzer divisions, thirteen motorized divisions, and three infantry divisions in total), supported by nearly 2,000 artillery pieces and powerful air support.

To the south, the German assault group consisted of four corps, likewise supported by powerful air formations.

In the central sector, the German Fourth Army (comprising six corps) launched a frontal assault, aimed at pinning down and weakening the defensive dispositions of the Soviet Western Front’s southern sector, while watching for an opportunity to strike a decisive blow through the center of the Soviet defensive line, ultimately capturing Moscow itself.

Soviet supreme command resolved to check the German assault on Moscow through resolute, tenacious defense, and planned to use counterattacks to disrupt German redeployment efforts. The plan called for concentrating the strength of six armies, drawn from the strategic reserve, to conduct a large-scale mobile operation in late November and early December.

On November 15, German forces began their assault against the defensive position of the Soviet Kalinin Front’s Thirtieth Army, quickly breaking through the Soviet defensive line and pressing rapidly forward toward Klin. On November 16, German forces launched an assault against the right flank of the Soviet Sixteenth Army, defending the sector south of the Volga-Moscow Canal along the Western Front, intending to envelop Moscow from the north.

On November 18, on the left flank of the Western Front, German forces concentrated the Second, Fourth, and Seventeenth Panzer Divisions in an assault against the Soviet defensive position there. After two days of fighting, German forces succeeded in breaking through the defensive position of the Soviet Fiftieth Army. On November 21, the German Second Panzer Group captured Uzlovaya and other positions, and continued pressing its advance toward Kashira and Michurinsk, intending once again to envelop Moscow from the south.

In the latter part of November, fresh Soviet reserve forces began entering the fighting. Soviet supreme command also organized two specialized, heavily equipped engineering formations, tasked with laying extensive obstacles throughout the approaches to Moscow, so as to delay, weaken, and exhaust the advancing German forces.

During this same period, the reserve forces of Soviet supreme command — the First Shock Army and the Twentieth Army — successively entered the fighting as well, with part of their strength advancing to a line near Dmitrov and Krasnaya Polyana, where, in coordination with defending Soviet forces, they launched powerful counterattacks, driving back German forces east of the Moscow River and Krasnaya Polyana, and bringing about a fundamental transformation in the situation north of Moscow, forcing German forces in this sector onto the defensive as well — thereby creating favorable conditions for the deployment of Soviet strategic reserves and for the subsequent launch of a large-scale counteroffensive.

Along the central sector of the Western Front, German forces, after launching their offensive, succeeded in breaking through the Soviet defensive line at the junction between the Fifth and Thirty-Third Armies, advancing along the highway toward Kubinka. But, in the course of this advance, many German tanks were destroyed by minefields Soviet forces had laid, and others were destroyed by the artillery fire of the Soviet 32nd Rifle Division, suffering severe losses as a result. As this German force withdrew toward Golitsyno, it was annihilated by the Soviet First and Thirty-Third Armies, together with the front’s own reserve forces, which had been holding this sector in defense.

Over the course of November, German forces, advancing on Moscow from the north, south, and center simultaneously, suffered a combined total of 150,000 casualties, and lost more than 800 tanks, more than 300 artillery pieces, and vast quantities of aircraft and other technical equipment. With this, Germany’s advance on Moscow ground to a complete halt, and German forces were forced to go over to the defensive along the entire front beginning on December 5 — thereby bringing the defensive phase of the Battle of Moscow to its conclusion.

(2) The Soviet Counteroffensive Phase (December 5, 1941 – January 7, 1942)

By early December 1941, a fundamental shift had occurred in the overall strategic situation along the Moscow axis, decisively favoring the Soviet side. Over the course of two months of defensive fighting, Soviet forces had left Germany’s own most powerful formation, Army Group Center, utterly exhausted, entirely stripped of any capacity to continue its offensive. This forced German forces to go over to the defensive along a front spanning some 1,100 kilometers in width, with the two German assault groups that had advanced to positions north of Moscow and east of Tula, 100 kilometers distant, now finding themselves in danger of encirclement from three sides simultaneously — the strategic initiative on the battlefield had, by this point, decisively shifted into Soviet hands. Soviet forces then concentrated their own powerful strategic reserves, creating favorable conditions for a transition to strategic counteroffensive.

The plan for this counteroffensive around Moscow was personally formulated by Stalin himself. Stalin and Soviet supreme command believed that defensive operations alone could not destroy the advancing German forces, and that only a resolute, determined offensive could shatter the German assault and annihilate the enemy outright. The counteroffensive plan called, first, for the annihilation of the two German assault groups operating in the vicinity of Moscow, and then for the encirclement and annihilation of the main body of Army Group Center itself, thereby eliminating the direct threat German forces posed to Moscow once and for all.

The counteroffensive was to be conducted by the Western Front, the Kalinin Front, and the Southwestern Front, launching a fierce, converging assault against the flanks of the two German assault groups from the northeast and southeast, directed toward Vyazma.

Because the German assault groups had, by this point, already suffered severe losses in the earlier fighting, and had received no fresh reinforcements to replace these losses, while Soviet supreme command had, in a timely fashion, concentrated substantial strategic reserves of its own, the overall balance of strength between Soviet and German forces had, by this point, undergone a fundamental transformation.

Comparative Soviet-German Force Ratios, at the Outset of the Campaign and by December 5











	Category
	October 1 (Soviet)
	October 1 (German)
	December 5 (Soviet)
	December 5 (German)





	Personnel
	1
	1.2
	2.5
	1



	Artillery and mortars
	1
	1.8
	1.4
	1



	Tanks
	1
	3.3
	1
	1.5



	Aircraft
	1
	2
	2.1
	1





At dawn on December 6, 1941, just as Hitler harbored fresh hopes of resuming the offensive against Moscow within a matter of days, powerful Soviet forces, having already received Stalin’s own order, launched a large-scale counteroffensive across the entire Moscow region.

Fierce fighting broke out over the two sides’ forward defensive positions, continuing for ten days, after which Soviet forces began to press their advance forward. Over the course of these ten days of fighting, the German Second Panzer Group found itself tightly encircled by Soviet forces from both flanks, suffering severe losses and forced into a hasty, disorderly retreat, abandoning vast quantities of tanks, towing vehicles, and other transport along the way.

During this same period, the counteroffensive mounted by the right flank of the Soviet Western Front, too, achieved major progress. The Sixteenth Army liberated Klin; the Twentieth Army drew close to Solnechnogorsk; and part of the First Shock Army and Thirtieth Army recaptured Klin itself. German forces suffered heavy losses, with their own retreat routes clogged by tanks, vehicles, and technical equipment their own forces had been forced to abandon along the way.

This Soviet counteroffensive achieved a considerable initial success, dealing Hitler the very first major setback he had suffered since launching his invasion of the Soviet Union, and inflicting devastating losses on Army Group Center, the main body of German strength on the Eastern Front. Soviet forces, too, paid a heavy price for this victory.

(3) The Soviet General Offensive Phase (January 8 – April 20, 1942)

Soviet supreme command resolved to launch a general offensive along the entire Moscow strategic axis, aiming to destroy German forces in the vicinity of Leningrad, west of Moscow, and in the southern sector alike.

The specific operational plan called for the left flank of the Northwestern Front, together with the Kalinin Front and the Western Front, to conduct a two-pronged flanking maneuver so as to encircle and annihilate the main body of German forces in the Rzhev, Vyazma, and Smolensk regions.

On January 7, 1942, Stalin issued the order for a general offensive.

On January 10, after two days of fighting, the right-flank forces of the Soviet fronts broke through the German defensive position, capturing Lotoshino and Shakhovskaya, among other positions, and cutting the railway line connecting Moscow to Rzhev.

On January 16 and 17, the right-flank forces of the Soviet fronts, having been relieved by partisan forces, were reincorporated into the strategic reserve of Soviet supreme command. As a result, the Twentieth Army was forced to significantly widen its own frontage of advance, thereby reducing its own tactical density, weakening the overall strength of the Western Front’s right flank; as this force drew close to Gzhatsk, it found itself checked by organized, resolute German defensive resistance, and was unable to press its advance any further.

Along the sector opposing the Soviet Northwestern Front, German defenses proved comparatively weak, and the Soviet advance there proceeded fairly smoothly. By early February, Soviet forces had advanced roughly 250 kilometers westward. At the same time, the Fifth and Thirty-Third Armies of the Soviet Western Front’s own central counteroffensive liberated Ruza, Dorokhovo, Mozhaisk, and Vereya. The Forty-Third and Forty-Ninth Armies, having launched their own offensive, advanced into the Domanovo region, engaging in fierce fighting against German forces in the Yukhnov region.

The Soviet First Cavalry Corps and the Thirty-Third Army linked up in the Vyazma region, but their own line of retreat was subsequently cut off by German forces. At this point, Germany redeployed reserve forces from France and other fronts to reinforce the Vyazma region, stabilizing the defensive situation there and preventing Soviet forces from achieving a genuine breakthrough. The Soviet assault group that had originally broken through the German defensive line there (including three infantry divisions of the Thirty-Third Army’s own first echelon, together with the First Cavalry Corps, the Eighth Airborne Brigade, and other units) was forced to remain, for more than two months, within the forested region south of Vyazma, deep behind German lines, fighting a grueling, arduous struggle there together with local partisan forces.

Beginning in early April, German forces concentrated substantial strength to conduct sweep operations against this isolated Soviet assault group. Because the weather had, by this point, begun to thaw, German sweep operations grew increasingly frequent, and Soviet forces found themselves unable to maintain contact with local partisan forces, while their own supplies of provisions and ammunition, too, grew increasingly difficult to sustain. In accordance with orders from front headquarters specifying a designated route, these Soviet forces attempted to break free of German encirclement and organize a breakout, so as to rejoin the main body of Soviet forces.

At the same time, the Twenty-Second Army of the Kalinin Front captured Bely; the Eleventh Cavalry Corps advanced into the region northwest of Vyazma. The Twenty-Ninth and Thirty-Ninth Armies, encountering stubborn German resistance in the region west of Rzhev, advanced only slowly; the left-flank forces of this same front, too, found themselves checked by formidable German defensive positions, and made no further headway.

Although the Soviet general offensive, which began in early January, achieved a considerable overall victory, breaking through the German defensive line and pushing the front westward by seventy to 100 kilometers, liberating several dozen towns and vast tracts of territory, the failure to concentrate sufficient manpower and equipment along many axes of advance left the overall offensive momentum inadequate, adversely affecting both the effectiveness of the offensive and the pace of the advance. During February and March, although Soviet supreme command repeatedly demanded that its forces intensify their offensive, the sheer scale of personnel and matériel losses the fighting had inflicted, combined with inadequate replenishment of these losses — particularly with respect to mine-clearing capability and equipment — left Soviet forces with no choice but to devote the whole of their remaining strength to consolidating the positions they had already recaptured, no longer possessing the capacity to launch any genuinely fresh offensive.

During this same period, German forces, too, received reinforcements of their own, and made use of the very fortified positions the Soviets had earlier abandoned, laying extensive minefields and further reinforcing their own defensive works, holding firm to their positional defense. By late April, Soviet forces had halted their general advance along the entire front, and the Battle of Moscow came to its final conclusion.

At the outset of the Battle of Moscow, German forces had held the strategic initiative, and the Soviet Union had found itself in an extraordinarily difficult and precarious position. Under the leadership and direction of the Communist Party’s Central Committee and Soviet supreme command, with Stalin at their head, the Soviet military and people together, over six and a half months of courageous and resolute fighting, marked by tremendous bloodshed and sacrifice, succeeded in shattering the German assault on Moscow and mounting an effective counteroffensive, pushing the front line westward by 100 to 350 kilometers, liberating Kalinin, Tula, and Ryazan provinces, along with parts of Smolensk and Oryol provinces, thwarting Hitler’s own strategic plans entirely, and securing a major and genuinely significant victory in this particular phase of the broader anti-fascist war.



III. Commentary

The Battle of Moscow stands as a decisive, strategically significant pitched battle, and represents Germany’s first genuine strategic defeat of the entire Second World War. In the course of this campaign, the Soviet military and civilian population, confronting an overwhelmingly powerful German offensive formation, skillfully and flexibly employed urban defensive tactics, continually refined their own deeply layered defensive system, strengthened operational coordination, placed great emphasis on the organization of strategic reserves and their timely, concentrated deployment, and coordinated these efforts with the operations of partisan forces operating behind enemy lines — inflicting devastating losses on German forces in the process, and thoroughly shattering Hitler’s own “Typhoon” plan, which had aimed to capture Moscow within a matter of weeks. The Battle of Moscow stands as one of the relatively few genuinely strategic pitched battles fought during the Soviet Union’s Great Patriotic War. In the phase of strategic defense, the sound strategic and campaign-level guidance provided by Soviet supreme command, its meticulous campaign planning, its ability to seize upon and exploit turning points in the campaign in a timely fashion, its flexible and mobile campaign strategy and tactics, and its organization of powerful campaign reserves, together demonstrate that Soviet supreme command had grasped the underlying laws and characteristics that govern warfare, and possessed a truly superior art of command. Soviet forces fought with courage and resolve throughout the war, continually growing and maturing as the conflict progressed, so that the decisive turning point of the entire war was, by this point, already drawing near. German forces, by contrast, committed a whole series of errors — strategic, operational, and tactical alike — that ultimately brought about their final defeat in the Battle of Moscow. In studying and researching this particular battle case, our focus should be on grasping the successes and failures of both sides’ strategic and operational guidance and command, so as to draw valuable lessons and experience from them.

(1) Excessively Ambitious Strategic and Campaign Objectives, Inadequate Operational Preparation, and an Inability to Cope with Severe Winter Conditions Were the Principal Factors Behind Germany’s Defeat

The “Typhoon” operational plan German supreme command formulated aimed to annihilate the massed Soviet forces around Moscow within a matter of weeks, and to capture, through a decisive pincer assault, the Soviet capital itself — a city of enormous strategic and symbolic significance. This plan not only seriously underestimated the Soviet Union’s own military strength and the tenacious resolve of its people to resist, but also left German forces with no viable line of retreat should the campaign ultimately fail. The Moscow region typically entered its autumn rainy season in November, with severe winter weather arriving by December — conditions that would inevitably pose enormous difficulties for the operations of Germany’s own mechanized forces. And yet, despite this, German forces nevertheless resolved to launch “Operation Typhoon” on September 30 — a decision that left German forces with barely a single month to capture Moscow. German supreme command, blinded by its own overconfidence, gave no serious consideration whatsoever to the consequences that might follow should the campaign fail to achieve rapid success, so that both operational planning and logistical preparation extended no further than the autumn season, leaving the 1,800,000-strong German army entirely unprepared, in terms of both cold-weather protective measures and winter-ready equipment, for the possibility of a prolonged winter campaign. When the most severe cold snap Moscow had experienced in 140 years arrived earlier than expected, it proved nothing short of catastrophic for German forces.

Beginning in mid-October, persistent autumn rains set in, and temperatures began to fall; roads and open fields alike turned to mud everywhere, and many roads became virtually impassable quagmires, pockmarked with shell craters and rutted by vehicle tracks, making it extraordinarily difficult for Germany’s large-scale armored and motorized formations to maneuver, and considerably slowing the pace of their advance, with vehicles of every kind struggling desperately through the mud. German heavy weaponry, in particular, found movement increasingly difficult; every artillery piece required numerous horses simply to be hauled forward, and many tanks had to be diverted from combat duty to help tow artillery pieces and ammunition wagons that had become mired in the mud. Within a matter of days, a portion of Germany’s heavy artillery could no longer be moved at all. Compounding this, a sudden snowfall arrived, and temperatures plunged sharply; German soldiers, still clad in their summer uniforms, found themselves forced to conduct operations and marches in this bitterly cold weather, slipping and struggling along the muddy roads, until the entire army had been left utterly exhausted.

As the onset of severe winter drew near, Hitler grew increasingly anxious and impatient, haunted by the shadow of Napoleon’s own catastrophic defeat outside Moscow in the winter of 1812. He sensed that, should this particular campaign be allowed to drag on any further, German forces would face grave and mounting peril. He accused his own front-line commanders of weakness and incompetence, and ordered that the campaign be brought to a conclusion before the onset of severe winter weather. Under Hitler’s own tongue-lashing, German forces, having failed in their attempt to encircle and capture Moscow from the northern and southern flanks, resolved instead on a direct, frontal thrust straight into the city itself. And yet this particular plan, too, was thoroughly shattered by the Soviet Red Army.

December 5 proved to be the single most decisive day of the entire Battle of Moscow. Along the semicircular front extending several hundred kilometers around Moscow, the full weight of the German offensive was brought to a complete halt by an exceptionally severe, unprecedented blizzard. Winter arrived earlier than expected, with temperatures plunging to between twenty and forty degrees below zero Celsius; thousands upon thousands of German soldiers suffered frostbite and other cold-related injuries, and still more fell ill with disease, left utterly weak and depleted, shivering uncontrollably and unable to fight effectively. The bitter cold also disabled German weapons and equipment entirely — aircraft and tanks would not start, machine guns and automatic weapons refused to fire, rifle bolts froze solid and would not open, and machine guns, too, would not discharge.

Soviet forces, by contrast, fared considerably better under these same conditions. Soviet machine guns were fitted with protective covers, every weapon had been properly lubricated with winter-grade oil, and every Soviet soldier was warmly and adequately clothed. Elite Siberian formations, accustomed to fighting under such severe conditions, streamed continuously from the Far East to reinforce the Moscow front. Within Moscow’s own massive armaments factories, T-34 tanks, fitted with their characteristically broad treads, rolled directly from the assembly line onto the battlefield, maneuvering with remarkable agility across the snow-covered terrain. Soviet soldiers, clad in white winter uniforms, moved with swift, nimble agility, striking down the numb, frozen German troops.

Seizing this opportunity, Soviet forces launched a sudden, unexpected large-scale counteroffensive; the German defensive line collapsed almost immediately upon contact, and, within a matter of days, German forces found themselves driven back 150 to 280 kilometers. German forces abandoned their own armor and equipment along the way, and the entire retreat proceeded in a state of considerable disarray. Hitler dismissed Field Marshal Walther von Brauchitsch, commander-in-chief of the German army, from his position, and likewise relieved Field Marshal von Bock and General Guderian of their own front-line commands — but none of this could reverse the deteriorating situation. Once temperatures fell to fifty-two degrees below zero Celsius, German combat effectiveness had, by this point, been entirely and irrevocably exhausted. Although Hitler personally assumed the position of commander-in-chief of the German army at this point, he too proved entirely unable to restore the combat capability of his front-line forces. Field Marshal Franz Halder, chief of staff of the German army, later wrote, in a diary entry from this period: “We have not merely underestimated the economic strength and transport capacity of this Russian giant — more seriously still, we have underestimated its military strength as well. We originally estimated the enemy’s total strength at roughly 200 divisions; we have now confirmed the existence of as many as 360 distinctly identified divisions.”

(2) Deep Defensive Deployment and a Well-Developed Obstacle Engineering System Represent Valuable Lessons in How Soviet Forces Succeeded in Inflicting Massive Attrition on German Effective Fighting Strength

Soviet supreme command deployed three fronts along a defensive front spanning some 700 kilometers west of Moscow, conducting an active, determined defense, concentrating its main strength along the primary defensive axis — a north-south sector roughly 380 kilometers wide, running between Ostashkov and Roslavl — using the strength of thirteen armies to resist Germany’s own large-scale offensive. In the Moscow approaches, Soviet forces established a defensive system with an overall depth of 250 kilometers (comprising the Rzhev-Vyazma defensive line, the Mozhaisk defensive line, and the Moscow defensive zone itself). The comparatively stronger Western Front and Bryansk Front forces served as the first echelon, holding the first defensive belt. The Reserve Front served as a second echelon, positioned forty to fifty kilometers behind the first echelon, adding further depth to the overall defensive system and ensuring that every step of the German advance would come at a heavy price.

In terms of obstacle engineering, in order to secure the safety of Moscow itself, and drawing on lessons learned from earlier defensive operations, Soviet forces placed particular emphasis on strengthening fortification work throughout the Moscow defensive zone. Along every major transportation route leading into Moscow, Soviet forces established deeply layered anti-tank strongpoints and anti-tank defensive zones, held and coordinated jointly by infantry and artillery units, using a wide array of weaponry to destroy German tanks on a massive scale. Soviet forces also constructed an extensive array of anti-tank obstacles, laying anti-tank minefields and barbed-wire entanglements, along with cliffs, high walls, and other obstacles, along the axes where the German tank threat was greatest, and employed further measures — destroying roads and bridges, demolishing dams and culverts, and creating water-based obstacles — to further impede the advance of German armor. Along the most critically threatened axes, Soviet forces concentrated the main body of their own tank forces, launching counterattacks against the massed German armored formations. Because Germany possessed considerably more tanks than the Soviet Union, Soviet tank forces generally avoided direct frontal confrontation with their German counterparts, choosing instead to ambush advancing German tanks and motorized forces near roads and populated areas, skillfully luring German tanks into prepared minefields. Throughout the defensive operations conducted around Moscow, this deployment of obstacles and the devastating power of mine warfare together demonstrated their full effectiveness. In early October 1941, for instance, when German mechanized forces broke through the Soviet defensive line at Oryol, pressing directly toward Moscow, the Soviet Fourth Tank Brigade was ordered to block the German advance along both sides of the road connecting Tula and Oryol. Over eight days of blocking action, this brigade shifted position six separate times, using ambush and short, sharp engagements to lure advancing German tanks into prepared anti-tank minefields, ultimately destroying or damaging 133 German tanks and forty-nine artillery pieces — a genuinely significant tactical achievement.

(3) The Organization and Effective Deployment of Powerful Strategic Reserves Substantially Enhanced the Resilience and Sustained Combat Capacity of Soviet Defensive Operations

Beginning in July 1941, the Soviet Union began secretly organizing and training reserve armies in the Far East. At the most critical and tense moments of the campaign, Soviet forces, in a timely fashion, transported several already well-trained reserve divisions from the Transbaikal and Far Eastern regions to reinforce the Western Front, playing an important and constructive role in resisting the German offensive and stabilizing the overall situation. In the course of subsequent fighting, in accordance with the evolving demands of the campaign, Soviet forces timely committed mobile formations and substantial reserve strength to the fighting, bringing enormous pressure to bear on German forces opposing them. In October 1941, for instance, facing Germany’s first major offensive against Moscow, Soviet forces deployed three strategic reserve armies in depth along the Western Front, committing them to counterattack operations in a timely fashion, thereby considerably strengthening the overall defensive capacity of this sector and checking Germany’s first major offensive there. When German forces launched their second wave of offensive operations in November, in order to shatter the assault of Army Group Center and eliminate the direct threat this posed to Moscow, Soviet supreme command drew substantial strength from its own newly organized strategic reserves, redeploying these forces to the Moscow front. The First Shock Army and the Twentieth Army were redeployed north of Moscow; the Tenth and Sixty-First Armies, together with the First Guards Cavalry Corps, were redeployed southeast of Moscow; and several further elite armies were redeployed to other sectors of the Soviet-German front as well, effectively reinforcing Soviet defenses along the entirety of the Western Front, and dealing the previously advancing German forces an unexpected and devastating blow.

Soviet supreme command likewise placed great emphasis on the timely commitment of reserve forces along the most critical axes of the fighting. To prevent these reserve forces from suffering excessive casualties from concentrated German firepower within confined terrain, Soviet forces did not commit the whole of their available reserves at the very outset of any given engagement, but instead positioned successively arriving reserve forces initially in comparatively secure rear areas, committing them to the fighting only in stages, according to how the battle actually developed and the genuine operational needs of the moment. This continuous, incremental “feeding in” of reserve forces considerably enhanced the resilience of Soviet defensive operations and their capacity for sustained counterattack across a seesawing, back-and-forth engagement, effectively achieving the broader strategic goal of trading space for time. German forces, by contrast, failed to fully appreciate the sheer scale and difficulty of the campaign they had undertaken at Moscow, and had made no adequate preparation of their own reserve forces; under the resolute, powerful Soviet defense they encountered, the German offensive was ultimately checked entirely. By the time Soviet forces had succeeded in halting Germany’s own reckless offensive and were ready to commit their own strategic reserves to a counteroffensive, the German assault forces had, by this point, already been left utterly exhausted, with no capacity remaining to resist the Soviet strategic counteroffensive that followed; German defenses collapsed with remarkable speed, forced into retreat after retreat, and Germany’s own operational plan to capture Moscow was, in the end, reduced entirely to ashes.

(4) Close Coordination and Combined Operations Among Every Branch of the Soviet Armed Forces Were an Important Factor in Securing Soviet Victory in This Campaign

At the outset of the war, Soviet artillery, tanks, and aircraft were all numerically inferior to their German counterparts, and coordination between the various branches of the Soviet armed forces, too, initially proved inadequate — resulting in considerable losses. As the war progressed, however, Soviet forces gradually drew lessons and experience from their own practical experience of the fighting, placing growing emphasis, at every stage of operational planning, on close coordination between the various branches of the armed forces. This was especially pronounced once Soviet forces went over to the counteroffensive, when coordination among the various service branches grew considerably more effective and well-coordinated, bringing tremendous combined striking power to bear. Confronting Germany’s powerful armored and motorized formations, Soviet forces, along every defensive line, combined stubborn infantry defense with dedicated engineering units organized into rapid obstacle-laying detachments, capable of quickly establishing obstacle belts along the primary axes of German assault — a capability that played an important role in supporting infantry defensive operations and delaying the German advance. Soviet rocket artillery, too, conducted devastating direct-fire strikes against German forces, not only inflicting severe material losses on German equipment but also delivering a tremendous psychological shock to German troops. Cavalry, too, played an important role in Soviet operations; a combined total of thirty cavalry divisions took part in the Battle of Moscow, and these cavalry formations, coordinating closely with other branches of the armed forces, played an important role both in breaking through German defensive lines and in supporting the deep-penetration operations of Soviet mobile armored formations.

In the aerial defense of Moscow itself, Soviet air forces, coordinating closely with ground forces, played an important role. Soviet air strength grew with remarkable speed over the course of the campaign — from just over 800 aircraft in October to as many as 1,670 by December. In the fighting during November alone, Soviet aircraft flew a combined total of 16,000 sorties, 75 percent of which were dedicated to supporting ground force operations. Of the total German aircraft losses suffered over the course of the campaign, 84 percent were shot down by Soviet air forces.

In terms of the deployment of armored forces, at the outset of the war Soviet tank forces were not employed in sufficiently concentrated fashion, and failed to form genuinely powerful, concentrated striking formations. By late 1941, Soviet supreme command had drawn important lessons and experience from the campaign’s own earlier operations involving armored forces, and, in January 1942, issued a specialized directive, explicitly requiring that tank formations be concentrated along the primary axes of assault, closely coordinating with infantry offensive operations. This same directive also specified that, whenever tanks operated alongside infantry, tank brigades and tank battalions must never be divided into smaller, scattered detachments; that tanks must never operate independently, separated from their supporting infantry, nor lose coordination with them; and that, absent adequate artillery and air support, tanks must never charge alone into an enemy’s own defensive position. From this point on, the level of coordination Soviet armored forces displayed in combat operations continued to improve steadily.

The practical experience of the Soviet counteroffensive in late 1941 and the general offensive of early 1942 together demonstrated conclusively that, absent close coordination among every branch of the armed forces — and, in particular, absent powerful concentrations of tank and mechanized formations, and absent powerful air support — the conduct of any genuinely large-scale mechanized offensive campaign would, in practice, prove almost entirely impossible.

(5) The Extensive Mobilization of the General Population to Take Part in the War Effort, and the Active Conduct of Guerrilla Operations behind Enemy Lines, Provided an Important Supplement to Soviet Defensive Operations

Following the outbreak of the Soviet-German war, the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, together with the State Defense Committee, immediately issued a general mobilization order, calling upon the entire population to take up arms and join the war effort, and to actively conduct guerrilla warfare against the German invasion behind enemy lines, joining together with regular forces in resisting the German invasion.

Beginning in July 1941, in accordance with a resolution of the State Defense Committee “concerning the mobilization of the working population of the city of Moscow and the surrounding Moscow region to voluntarily join militia divisions,” local government authorities, under emergency measures, transitioned the entire region from a peacetime footing to a full wartime footing, mobilizing the whole of the city’s own manpower, material resources, and financial capital, and organizing armed forces to take part in the defense of the city. Twelve militia divisions were established in Moscow, comprising a combined total of 160,000 men. Once these militia divisions had been organized, they were dispatched to the rear areas along the western front to help construct defensive fortifications and to undergo military training, and were, before long, reorganized into the Thirty-Second, Thirty-Third, and Thirty-Fourth Armies of the Reserve Front. Once German forces had begun their advance on Moscow, roughly 190,000 residents of the city of Moscow and the surrounding Moscow region underwent military training as well. To guard against the possibility of German forces breaking directly into the city itself, beginning in mid-October, a further eighty-seven “destroyer battalions” were established, each comprising 500 to 800 men — some 70,000 men in total (including twenty-five such battalions within the city of Moscow itself, totaling 18,000 men). Countless ordinary residents of Moscow, Kalinin, Tula, Oryol, Bryansk, and other cities, in defense of their own capital and homeland, took part in the construction of defensive fortifications. Within the city of Moscow alone, tens of thousands of militia members fought valiantly alongside regular Soviet forces; 300,000 city residents took part in air-defense organizations, and 500,000 city residents took part in the construction of defensive fortifications.

In mid-July 1941, the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union issued a special resolution “concerning the conduct of struggle behind German lines,” establishing underground Party organizations within German-occupied territory, organizing partisan units, and actively conducting struggle against the occupying forces there. In coordination with the operations of the main Soviet forces, partisan units operating behind enemy lines also conducted a series of harassing operations, focused chiefly on disrupting German transportation and logistics, throwing German rear areas into disarray, and threatening both flanks of the German main assault formation — efforts that succeeded in forcing German forces to divert substantial troop strength to already-occupied territory, and, in some cases, even to withdraw units from the front line entirely in order to secure their own rear areas. By the end of 1941, several hundred partisan units, totaling more than 20,000 fighters in all, were actively operating throughout the provinces of Moscow, Kalinin, Tula, and Oryol. The harassment, containment, and sabotage operations these partisan units conducted became, for a time, a source of profound and persistent anxiety for German forces operating in their own rear areas, leaving German troops in a state of constant apprehension and mounting exhaustion — thereby providing powerful, effective support to the Soviet forces engaged in frontal combat operations elsewhere.







Chapter 19: The Battle of Stalingrad (July 17, 1942 – February 2, 1943)

The Battle of Stalingrad stands as the decisive turning point of the entire Soviet-German war, and represents the principal marker of the broader historical turning point of the Second World War as a whole. This campaign began on July 17, 1942, and ended on February 2, 1943, lasting six and a half months in all. In this engagement, the Soviet Red Army secured a decisive final victory, annihilating a combined total of sixty-six German divisions — roughly 1,500,000 men — and destroying 3,500 German tanks, more than 3,000 aircraft, and more than 12,000 artillery pieces. The main body of German strength, the Sixth Army, was annihilated entirely, and its commander, Field Marshal Friedrich Paulus — promoted to this rank only shortly before — was taken prisoner. The defense of Stalingrad cost Germany roughly a quarter of its entire fighting strength on the Eastern Front, and forced it to abandon its strategic offensive posture entirely, shifting instead to strategic defense.


I. Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

Stalingrad stood as a celebrated city of the former Soviet Union, and served as an important center of civilian industry, a base for military production, and a major hub for the collection and distribution of grain. Before the war, its population numbered 445,000, and the city was home to 126 factories of various kinds, including the Soviet Union’s largest tractor factory (converted, during wartime, to tank production — more than a quarter of all Soviet tractors, locomotives, tanks, and artillery pieces were produced here), together with metallurgical, shipbuilding, electrical power, ammunition, petrochemical, and construction machinery enterprises. Following Germany’s occupation of Ukraine in 1941 in particular, Stalingrad became the sole remaining transportation corridor connecting the central regions of the Soviet Union to the south, and its strategic importance grew accordingly immense.

Having suffered a catastrophic defeat at the Battle of Moscow, German forces sustained enormous losses in both manpower and matériel. As the spring of 1942 gave way to summer, Hitler reorganized German operational dispositions, concentrating a major offensive along the southern flank of the Soviet-German front, successively capturing the strategically important cities of Kerch and Kharkov, even as Soviet offensive operations toward Leningrad and Voronezh met with repeated setbacks. As Hitler’s forces continued pressing steadily forward, Soviet forces were successively driven back 150 to 400 kilometers. On August 23, German forces reached the bank of the Volga River, and, making use of the relatively flat terrain there — well suited to the advance of mechanized forces — organized a fast-moving assault group that swiftly broke through the Soviet defensive position, achieving one breakthrough after another. By September 12, German forces stood at the very gates of Stalingrad itself.

Germany’s Strategic Plan: German forces planned to launch a summer offensive along the southern front, occupying the territory west of the Don River. This would be followed by the capture of Stalingrad, an important strategic center for the Soviet Union, severing the flow of Soviet strategic supplies and cutting off Moscow from the southern regions of the country. To this end, Germany committed the main strength of Army Group B — consisting of the Sixth Army (under the command of Paulus) and the Fourth Panzer Army (under the command of Hoth), together with the Italian Eighth Army and the Romanian Third and Sixth/Seventh Armies, all supported by the Fourth Air Fleet. The plan called for the capture of Stalingrad by July 25, Saratov by August 10, Kuibyshev by August 15, and Baku by September 25 — after which, having cut off the Soviet Union’s most important source of grain and fuel, German forces would advance north along the Volga, swinging around to encircle Moscow from behind, before pressing south to the Persian Gulf and east into Siberia.

The Soviet Union’s Strategic Plan: Soviet forces planned to organize a firm defense along the southern flank of the Soviet-German front, resolutely defending the city of Stalingrad, while concentrating strategic reserves for a decisive counterattack against the weakest points of the German flanks, so as to create favorable conditions for an eventual transition to strategic counteroffensive. To this end, Soviet forces formulated an operational doctrine and a corresponding detailed operational plan built around the principles of “active defense, phased resistance, and awaiting the opportunity for counterattack.” On July 12, Soviet forces formally organized the Stalingrad Front, comprising seven combined-arms armies (the Sixty-Second, Sixty-Third, and Sixty-Fourth Armies, drawn from supreme command’s own reserve, together with the Twenty-First, Twenty-Eighth, Thirty-Eighth, and Fifty-Seventh Armies of the Southwestern Front) and the Eighth Air Army. Four of these armies had only just been withdrawn from the front line, and their manpower and equipment remained seriously depleted. Under the front’s own operational deployment, a first echelon together with a reserve force bore primary responsibility for defending the sector from Babka to Verkhnyaya Buzinovka, along a defensive front roughly 520 kilometers wide, with an overall depth of 120 kilometers. The first echelon consisted of four armies (the Sixty-Third, Twenty-First, Sixty-Second, and Sixty-Fourth Armies); the reserve consisted of three armies (the Twenty-Eighth, Fifty-Seventh, and Thirty-Eighth Armies). The Twenty-Eighth and Thirty-Eighth Armies were, before long, respectively reorganized into the Fourth and First Tank Armies.

Comparative Soviet-German Force Ratios at the Outset of the Campaign




	Category
	Soviet Forces
	German Forces
	Ratio





	Personnel
	187,000
	250,000
	1:1.2



	Artillery and mortars
	7,900
	7,500
	1:1



	Tanks
	360
	740
	1:2



	Aircraft
	337
	1,200
	1:3.6







II. The Course of the Campaign

This urban defensive campaign may be divided, according to the shift between offensive and defensive operations, into a defensive phase and a counteroffensive phase.

(1) The Defensive Phase

The defense of Stalingrad opened with a period of purely defensive operations. The overall defensive campaign unfolded from July 17 to November 18, 1942, and may itself be divided into three sub-phases: outer-approach defense, inner-approach defense, and urban defense.

1. Outer-Approach Defense (July 17 – August 17, 1942). The main body of the German Sixth Army was organized into two separate assault groups, advancing from the north and south respectively; setting out on July 17 from Bykovo and Oblivskaya, they conducted a converging assault directed toward Kalach, on the Don. Soviet forward defensive detachments began resisting the German advance, fighting a delaying action as they withdrew, checking the German advance and buying six days and nights of precious time. At this point, German forces held an overwhelming advantage in troop strength relative to their Soviet counterparts: 1.5 to 1 in total manpower; in terms of manpower alone, German forces outnumbered the Soviet Sixty-Second and Sixty-Fourth Armies by 1.5 to 1; in artillery, by 2.6 to 1; and in tanks, by 2.1 to 1. On July 23, German forces reinforced the Sixth Army with a further ten divisions. On July 25, the German northern column, drawing near the Don, found itself checked by a resolute Soviet counterattack. On July 26, the German southern column advanced into the region of Nizhne-Chirskaya, threatening Stalingrad from the southwest. Soviet forces immediately strengthened their defenses along this axis, checking the German advance. On July 30, German forces redirected the Fourth Panzer Army, originally operating in the direction of the Caucasus, north along the railway from Kotelnikovo; by August 5, it had advanced to the region of Abganerovo, where it encountered resolute resistance from the Soviet Sixty-Fourth and Fifty-Seventh Armies. Having reorganized its own dispositions, the German force renewed its offensive on August 7, and, after ten days of fierce fighting, succeeded in capturing the entire region west of the Don. Soviet forces were forced to withdraw to the eastern bank of the Don to organize their defense there. In the course of this fighting, the forces of the Stalingrad Front were spread across a front nearly 700 kilometers wide. To facilitate command, on August 5 this front was divided into two separate fronts: the Stalingrad Front (renamed the Don Front on September 28) and the Southeastern Front (renamed the Stalingrad Front on September 28). Soviet supreme command also stood ready to commit the Twenty-Fourth and Sixty-Sixth Armies, held in reserve, to reinforce the Stalingrad region at any moment.

2. Inner-Approach Defense (August 18 – September 12, 1942). Having failed in its attempt to swiftly capture Stalingrad, Germany instead resolved, in mid-August, to intensify its assault along both flanks. On August 19, German forces concentrated eighteen divisions in a pincer assault against the city of Stalingrad, with two further divisions advancing from Kalach to conduct a supporting frontal assault from the east (this particular offensive committed a combined total of 210,000 men, 2,700 artillery pieces and mortars, 600 tanks, and more than 1,000 aircraft). On August 29, the German Fourth Panzer Army, advancing along the southern axis, reached the region of Gavrilovka, directly threatening the rear of the Soviet forces defending the front-facing sector of Stalingrad itself. On August 27, General Georgy Zhukov, commander of the Soviet Western Front, was entrusted with full authority to organize the defense of Stalingrad. From September 3 to 5, with the support of the First Guards Army, the Twenty-Fourth and Sixty-Second Armies, and neighboring Soviet forces to the north and northwest of Stalingrad, the main body of Soviet defensive strength — the Sixty-Second and Sixty-Fourth Armies — fought with tremendous courage, holding their ground with stubborn resolve and effectively delaying the German advance. By September 12, owing to the overwhelming disparity in strength between the two sides, Soviet forces were forced to withdraw to a third defensive belt — the city’s own outer perimeter — with the front line now lying a mere two to ten kilometers from the urban area itself. The city’s own defense committee resolved on an emergency evacuation of the civilian population, and, within a short span of time, 300,000 residents were evacuated from the city. Party and government organs, too, were relocated across the Volga, with only a small number of personnel remaining on the western bank to continue essential work there.

3. Urban Defense (September 13 – November 18, 1942). To intensify its own offensive, Germany redeployed a further nine divisions and one brigade from the Caucasus and elsewhere, bringing total German strength along the Stalingrad axis to fifty divisions in total, equipped with roughly 1,700 artillery pieces and 500 tanks. The forces directly assaulting the urban area itself numbered thirteen divisions, roughly 170,000 men. The German Sixth Army and Fourth Panzer Army launched a fierce assault against the central and southern portions of Stalingrad on September 13, and the Soviet Sixty-Second Army fought a desperate, bloody defense. On September 14, German forces attacked Mamayev Kurgan and the city’s central railway station; along a frontal sector less than four kilometers wide, German forces concentrated four divisions. Control of the railway station changed hands repeatedly over the course of a full week, with the position fought over no fewer than thirteen separate times. After thirteen consecutive days of assault, German forces, on September 25, captured the southern portion of the city and part of the city center, advancing to the western bank of the Volga. On September 27, German forces once again concentrated five divisions, redirecting their assault toward the northern part of the city, capturing the southern portion of the tractor factory and the “Red Barricades” factory on October 14 and November 11 respectively. The struggle for the urban area continued for a total of sixty-seven days. To intensify its offensive, Germany continually reinforced its own forces; over the course of October alone, Germany committed roughly 200,000 additional replacement troops, including ninety artillery battalions and forty combat-engineer battalions specially trained in urban assault operations. To support its ground offensive, German aircraft subjected the urban area to relentless, indiscriminate bombardment, flying an average of nearly 1,500 sorties per day and night, with as many as 2,500 sorties on certain days; combined with the intensity of German artillery bombardment, the urban area came to absorb roughly 80,000 bombs and artillery shells per square kilometer, and virtually every building throughout the city was ultimately destroyed. Even as Soviet forces held their ground with stubborn resolve, they also continually reinforced their own strength; over the course of thirty-three days, from September 14 to October 16, Soviet forces successively committed ten infantry divisions, two tank brigades, and one infantry brigade to reinforce the city’s defense. With the support of the assault forces of the Don Front to the north and the Sixty-Fourth Army to the south, the Sixty-Second Army finally succeeded in withstanding one wave after another of the seemingly unstoppable German assault, adopting tactics of “small bites, gradual attrition” that, in a timely fashion, transformed the overall situation on the battlefield, gradually leaving German forces caught within a semi-encirclement of Soviet forces.

(2) The Counteroffensive Phase

From November 19, 1942 (a date that would later become celebrated as the Soviet Artillery Day) to February 2, 1943, Soviet forces transitioned from defensive to offensive operations. As early as mid-September 1942, Soviet forces had already begun preparing for this counteroffensive, secretly concentrating substantial reserve forces toward the Stalingrad axis. By November 13, the great bulk of these preparations had essentially been completed. The forces the Soviet Union committed to this counteroffensive were organized into three fronts: the Southwestern Front (comprising the First and Second Guards Armies, the Fifth Tank Army, and the Seventeenth Air Army, positioned chiefly in the middle reaches of the Don), the Don Front (comprising the Twenty-Fourth, Sixty-Fifth, and Sixty-Sixth Armies and the Sixteenth Air Army, positioned chiefly in the region between Kletskaya and Yelanskaya), and the Stalingrad Front (comprising the Fifty-First, Fifty-Seventh, Sixty-Second, and Sixty-Fourth Armies, together with the Fourth Tank Army and the Eighth Air Army, positioned chiefly along a line running from the city of Stalingrad to Astrakhan) — a combined total of 1,100,000 men, 15,000 artillery pieces and mortars, 1,463 tanks, and 1,359 combat aircraft.

In September 1942, Soviet forces formulated a counteroffensive plan codenamed “Operation Uranus.” To help secure this counteroffensive, Soviet supreme command specially established a central supply base at Saratov, making full use of newly constructed railway lines to transport substantial reinforcements and supplies to the front. Because transportation routes continued to suffer repeated German disruption, however, the accumulation of supplies proceeded more slowly than the concentration of troops. At this juncture, Zhukov, in a telegram to Stalin, reported: “The resupply and forward delivery of ammunition is proceeding poorly. We have very little ammunition available for use in ‘Operation Uranus.’ We will not be able to complete our preparations for this campaign within the originally scheduled timeframe.” For this reason, Soviet forces were forced to postpone the counteroffensive by ten days.

Comparative Soviet-German Force Ratios at the Time of the Counteroffensive




	Category
	Soviet Forces
	German Forces
	Ratio





	Personnel
	1,000,500
	1,011,500
	1:1



	Artillery and mortars
	13,541
	10,290
	1.3:1



	Tanks
	894
	675
	1.3:1



	Aircraft
	1,115
	1,216
	1:1.1





1. Encircling the German Forces (November 19–30, 1942). Over the course of the brutal urban fighting, both sides had, by November, settled into a state of relative stalemate. At this point, the battlefield had grown bitterly cold; even the burning flames of battle could not dispel the terrible chill, and the breath of soldiers would freeze almost instantly upon exhalation. Paulus, the German commander, watched with mounting anxiety and dread as his own soldiers, tens of thousands strong, shivered helplessly amid the driving snowstorm. At this same moment, Soviet forces, following supreme command’s own established plan of “a converging assault on both flanks, a central breakthrough, and the annihilation of the entire German force,” launched their offensive: the Southwestern Front began its assault at noon on November 19. Every first-echelon army made rapid progress in its own counteroffensive; three tank corps and two cavalry corps swung around German strongpoints, advancing thirty-five kilometers by that very evening. On November 20, owing to weather conditions, Soviet forces paused briefly to rest and reorganize. From November 21 to 23, Soviet mobile formations captured Kalach and Sovetsky, linking up with the Stalingrad Front there.

Because it lay comparatively close to Kalach, the Stalingrad Front launched its own offensive on November 20, successfully breaking through the German defensive position. The following day, its own mobile formations advanced into the region of Verkhne-Tsaritsynsky, covering an average of forty-five kilometers per day. At noon on the 22nd, these forces reached Sovetsky, and, the following day, linked up with the mobile forces of the Southwestern Front, completing the encirclement of the German army.

The Don Front, too, began its own offensive on the 19th, though progress in the first two days proved comparatively slow. By the evening of the 23rd, it had advanced to the region of Bolshaya Rossoshka and Golubinskaya, compressing the encircled German forces further still. By November 30, Soviet forces had, within a region spanning roughly 1,500 square kilometers, completed the encirclement of twenty-two German divisions — some 330,000 men in total. German forces found themselves thrown into a state of considerable panic and disarray.

2. Shattering Germany’s Relief Efforts (December 1–31, 1942). In an effort to alter the encircled situation and rescue its own trapped forces, Germany organized two relief assault groups in the regions of Tormosin and Kotelnikovo (together referred to by Germany as “Army Group Don”), intending to watch for an opportunity to break through and relieve the encircled forces. Soviet supreme command resolved that the Southwestern Front and the Stalingrad Front would respectively be responsible for annihilating each of these two German assault groups. On December 12, the German Kotelnikovo group went over to the offensive, launching an assault against the Soviet Fifty-First Army. After two days of fierce fighting, this German force had advanced a combined total of forty kilometers, reaching the region of Verkhne-Kumsky.

The Soviet Fifty-First Army and the Second Guards Army of the Stalingrad Front organized a powerful, concentrated assault group, and went over to the counteroffensive on December 24, repelling the German forces opposing them; on the 26th, they broke through the German defensive line along the Aksai River, and subsequently continued pressing their advance along the railway. On the 29th, Soviet forces captured Kotelnikovo, and, on the 30th, advanced a further fifty kilometers southward, continuing to press toward Rostov. At the same time, the Southwestern Front, beginning on December 16, launched its own offensive toward Tormosin. The following day, it broke through the entire German tactical defensive belt there. Among Soviet formations, the Twenty-Fourth and Twenty-Fifth Tank Corps proved especially successful in this offensive. Between the 21st and the 24th, Soviet forces, in the region of Meshkovskaya, annihilated three divisions of the Italian Eighth Army, totaling 20,000 men. By December 30, the Southwestern Front had advanced 100 to 200 kilometers, reaching the region of Morozovsk and Oblivskaya. Over the course of fifteen days, Soviet forces had annihilated a combined total of more than 60,000 enemy troops.

The German Tormosin relief group, its own offensive operation checked before it had even properly begun, saw its own attempt to relieve the encircled forces entirely thwarted. The Don Front, meanwhile, bore primary responsibility for continuing to compress the encirclement itself. Because of inadequate manpower and equipment, part of its own strength was forced to temporarily suspend its own offensive after annihilating a portion of the encircled enemy. During this phase, every Soviet front encountered considerable difficulty in securing adequate supplies. The tank corps of the Stalingrad Front, in the course of its counteroffensive against the German Kotelnikovo group, found its own fuel supply cut off entirely partway through the operation; it was only after Soviet supreme command urgently airlifted fuel supplies from Moscow that this tank corps was able to resume operations.

Comparative Soviet-German Force Ratios at the Time of the Encirclement and Annihilation of German Forces













	Category
	Soviet Forces (Total)
	German Forces (Total)
	Ratio
	Soviet Forces (Main Axis)
	German Forces (Main Axis)
	Ratio





	Personnel
	212,000
	250,000
	1:1.2
	23,500
	8,000
	3:1



	Tanks
	254
	300
	1:1.2
	117
	100
	1.1:1



	Artillery and mortars
	7,290
	1,222
	6:1
	1,627
	109
	15:1





3. The Total Annihilation of the Encircled German Force (January 1 – February 2, 1943). From December 1942 onward, the roughly 250,000 German troops still remaining continued their desperate, hopeless resistance, even as the territory they held continued to shrink steadily, with supplies growing scarcer by the day, leaving their situation exceedingly dire. The Soviet forces responsible for the final annihilation of this encircled force comprised the three armies of the Don Front (the Twenty-Fourth, Sixty-Fifth, and Sixty-Sixth Armies) together with a single air army, and four further armies transferred from the Stalingrad Front and the Southwestern Front (the Twenty-First, Fifty-Seventh, Sixty-Second, and Sixty-Fourth Armies) — a combined total of seven armies and one air army.

On January 8, 1943, Soviet forces issued a final ultimatum, urging German forces to surrender — a demand German forces rejected. On January 10, Soviet forces launched their assault, directing their main thrust against the weakest point in the German defensive position, in the west, while conducting supporting assaults from the north and south of the encirclement simultaneously. After four days of fierce fighting, Soviet forces successfully advanced to the region of the Rossoshka River, though without yet succeeding in splitting the German defensive position entirely in two. From January 15 to 17, Soviet forces advanced twenty to twenty-two kilometers, reaching the region of Peschanka and Gonchara. From January 22 to 25, Soviet forces advanced to the western outskirts of Stalingrad itself. On January 25, Soviet forces captured the last remaining German-held airfield, a loss that cut off the encircled German forces from all further material contact with the outside world. On January 26, Soviet forces captured Mamayev Kurgan, and the main assault force linked up with the city’s own defending forces there. On January 31, the southern portion of the German forces was annihilated; the officer directly responsible for this southern command — promoted by Hitler himself to the rank of field marshal — Paulus, was taken prisoner along with his forces. The northern portion of German forces continued its own desperate, hopeless resistance, and Soviet forces concentrated their artillery firepower to annihilate them there as well. On February 2, German resistance ceased entirely; the Eleventh Corps, the last German unit still holding out, was finally forced to surrender as well. With this, the Battle of Stalingrad had concluded in decisive Soviet victory.



III. Commentary

The defense of Stalingrad stands as a celebrated example of a campaign built around the strategic exploitation of urban terrain, one that succeeded in tying down and annihilating a massive concentration of enemy strength, thereby creating favorable conditions for an eventual transition to counteroffensive. Although more than sixty years have now passed since this classic example of large-scale mechanized urban warfare was fought, the lessons and experience it offers remain of tremendous and enduring value for guiding our own future military operations.

(1) The Accurate Assessment of the Overall Battlefield Situation, Together with Meticulous and Careful Campaign Planning, Represented an Important Guarantee of Victory in This Defensive Campaign

As the ancient saying goes: he who cannot plan for the world at large cannot plan effectively even for a single moment; he who cannot grasp the overall situation cannot effectively secure even a single region. In the course of organizing the defense of Stalingrad, Soviet forces conducted an accurate analysis and assessment of the evolving strategic environment and the broader trajectory of the war, arriving at scientifically sound predictions that provided a solid, realistic foundation for correct campaign-level decision-making and operational guidance.

First, Soviet supreme command accurately assessed the overall strategic and campaign-level situation. Following their victory at the Battle of Moscow, Stalin and Soviet supreme command did not allow themselves to be intoxicated by this temporary triumph, but instead maintained a clear-eyed assessment of the strategic situation, carefully analyzing the evolving course of the war and keenly anticipating that German forces would, before long, launch a major campaign-level offensive toward Stalingrad. On the basis of this judgment, Soviet forces began mobilizing, as early as late 1941, in preparation for the coming campaign, promptly undertaking comprehensive and appropriately prioritized war preparations. As early as 1939, moreover, the Soviet Union had already constructed its own 2,000-kilometer-long “Eastern Defensive Line,” extending from the Baltic to the Black Sea — a further reflection of the far-sighted strategic vision and comprehensive strategic awareness Soviet supreme command consistently demonstrated. It was precisely because Soviet forces so keenly grasped the evolving trajectory of the overall operational situation that, in the face of Germany’s massive assault on Stalingrad, Soviet forces were able to resolve, in a timely fashion, to hold the Stalingrad region at any cost whatsoever, thereby avoiding a repetition of the earlier disasters that had followed from being caught unprepared and forced into hasty, panicked retreat. This also allowed Soviet forces to secure ample time to prepare for the coming defensive campaign, giving them the opportunity to methodically concentrate substantial reserve forces, prepare every category of military supplies, and, in a timely fashion, organize the evacuation of the civilian population of the Stalingrad region, while conducting a strategic relocation of the city’s various factories — thereby effectively preserving the Soviet Union’s own capacity to sustain the broader war effort.

Second, Soviet forces conducted meticulous and thorough campaign planning. Before the campaign began, every aspect of Soviet planning and preparation was conducted under conditions of strict secrecy and thorough camouflage. The overall operational plan, the primary axis of assault, the concentration of substantial forces along each front, and the timing of the offensive itself were all kept under the strictest secrecy, and no written documentation of any kind relating to these matters was permitted; at the outset of preparations, only a small number of personnel were even aware of the operational mission at hand. Soviet forces likewise placed particular emphasis on the construction of decoy positions and false concentration areas, on a scale and in a variety of forms genuinely unprecedented. Soviet forces, for instance, established more than 100 fake river-crossing points between Saratov and Astrakhan, providing them with air cover and positioning substantial anti-aircraft artillery around these decoy crossing points, inflicting heavy losses on German aircraft that attacked them. Even as they conducted this meticulous camouflage effort, Soviet forces also effectively implemented a comprehensive campaign of deception. In the autumn of 1942, Soviet forces conducted a series of localized offensive actions against Army Group Center in the western sector, creating the false impression that a major offensive was imminent there. Germany ultimately took the bait: Hitler redeployed twelve divisions from elsewhere in response, rather than reinforcing the Stalingrad front, thereby weakening Army Group Center and allowing Soviet forces to successfully encircle and annihilate German forces in the Stalingrad region.

Third, over the course of the campaign itself, Soviet forces carefully selected the appropriate focal point of the campaign at each stage. In the course of his own engagement with German forces, Zhukov noted that German armored forces consistently coordinated their operations closely with air support, and that German infantry consistently relied on tanks to clear the way forward for them. This particular approach proved formidably effective in open terrain, but proved entirely ineffective within the confined, suffocating environment of a besieged city. Zhukov accordingly drew the following conclusion: the Sixty-Second Army needed to break the enemy’s own operational chain, stripping German tanks and infantry of their air support and forcing them into isolated, unsupported engagements. Zhukov made skillful use of this particular German weakness, focusing the campaign’s own center of gravity on close-quarters urban fighting, where his own infantry could, in effect, “embrace” the enemy’s own infantry at close range, denying German air power any opportunity to destroy the defender’s own positions, thereby dramatically reducing the effectiveness of German firepower. This particular choice of campaign focal point allowed Soviet forces to avoid the advantage German forces otherwise held in fast-moving operations across open terrain. German orders could be issued directly to divisional-level commanders, allowing for remarkably swift and flexible troop movements — an advantage German forces could, in ordinary circumstances, exploit with considerable confidence. But the particular military environment of Stalingrad instead required that command authority be delegated down to the regimental or even battalion level — and, as a result, German forces, throughout the course of the urban fighting, continued to insist on unified operational planning and command at the divisional level, inadvertently drawing the Sixth Army into precisely the kind of positional, attritional warfare it had always sought so hard to avoid.

(2) The Establishment of a Comprehensive Defensive Operational System Was the Crucial Element in the Conduct of This Urban Campaign

In the defense of Stalingrad, Germany sought to exploit its overwhelming superiority in air power and armor, combined with powerful firepower, to capture Stalingrad “on the march.” Under Zhukov’s direct command, Soviet forces, organizing their own combat strength and fortification system in accordance with the specific operational circumstances and requirements they faced, succeeded in thwarting Germany’s operational plan, thereby buying precious time for the eventual strategic counteroffensive. In the course of this defensive campaign, Soviet operational dispositions displayed several particularly notable characteristics.

First, Soviet forces implemented a layered, concentric ring defensive system. Between the Don and the Volga, Soviet forces constructed four successive defensive perimeters, with an overall depth of roughly sixty kilometers: an outer perimeter, a middle perimeter, an inner perimeter, and an urban perimeter. Each of these defensive perimeters took the form of a semicircle, anchored on both flanks by the Volga River, shielding Stalingrad from the north, west, and south. The outer, middle, and inner perimeters were organized in successive echelons, built around battalion-level defensive zones. Beyond this, in the region of the Chir River, Soviet forces also constructed forward defensive positions, deploying forward detachments there as well. The Stalingrad region also organized a militia force of 13,000 men, primarily responsible for mobile defense. Although, at the outset of the war, only 40 to 50 percent of this overall defensive system had actually been completed, it nevertheless played an enormously important role once fighting actually broke out. This Soviet defensive deployment created a situation in which German forces faced phased, step-by-step resistance at every turn, forcing them to pay an enormous price for every step of their advance, and, by the time German forces finally approached the very culminating point of their offensive near the banks of the Volga, their own offensive momentum had already been entirely exhausted. The time Soviet defensive operations succeeded in buying allowed Soviet forces to accumulate the strength needed for a counteroffensive, laying the essential groundwork for the later encirclement and annihilation of German forces.

Second, Soviet forces conducted a scientifically informed, purpose-specific reorganization of their own combat formations and tactical structure. Zhukov abandoned the conventional organizational model of divisions, brigades, and regiments, adopting instead a system built around “assault groups” of fifty to eighty men, each functioning as a semi-independent “unit” capable of carrying out assigned combat missions on its own initiative. Each assault group, depending on the particular nature of its assigned task, might number anywhere from fifty to eighty men, and was itself further subdivided into three mutually supporting sub-units: a strike team, a consolidation team, and a reserve team. The strike team, typically consisting of ten men, served as the assault group’s own spearhead; its role was to tear open a breach in the enemy’s own defensive position, and it was equipped with automatic rifles, hand grenades, bayonets, entrenching tools, and clubs. The commander of the strike team simultaneously served as commander of the entire assault group; once his team had broken into the enemy’s own position, he would use a signal flare to give the order to advance. This signal would activate the consolidation team, twenty to twenty-five men strong, whose mission was to deliver a decisive, final blow against the enemy. The consolidation team was equipped with machine guns, hand grenades, daggers, anti-tank rocket launchers, mortars, and demolition charges. This team generally included at least two combat engineers, responsible, once an objective had been secured, for establishing and clearing defensive obstacles there. The reserve team, comprising thirty to fifty men per group, followed closely behind the consolidation team as it pressed into the enemy’s own position, holding the captured ground and establishing a comprehensive defensive network there. The speed and flexibility of these assault groups allowed them to operate with remarkable freedom amid the ruins of the shattered city, whereas Germany’s own preferred tactic of rapid, combined armor-air-infantry advance proved entirely ineffective in this particular environment. The protracted, attritional struggle between the hundreds of small Soviet assault “units” and their German adversaries at Stalingrad became the decisive factor that thwarted Germany’s own hope for a swift, decisive victory.

Third, Soviet forces developed a comprehensive defensive system built primarily around fortified strongpoints. Following the general layout of the overall defensive region, Soviet forces constructed extensive defensive fortifications, with the four defensive perimeters arranged in successive echelons in depth, constructing extensive anti-tank trenches, anti-tank obstacles, and street-corner fortifications, and establishing dedicated anti-tank artillery reserves specifically tasked with countering enemy armor — measures that proved highly effective in repelling repeated German tank assaults. Over the course of the entire defensive campaign, Soviet forces destroyed more than 1,000 German tanks — a factor of enormous importance in stabilizing the overall defensive system. Soviet forces also made extensive use of buildings equipped with basements and similar structures, converting them into strongpoints and centers of resistance within a broader circular defensive network, and made use of the intricate, crisscrossing network of streets and buildings throughout the urban area to establish a comprehensive minefield system. Soviet forces sustained, without pause, a whole array of unconventional operations — mine warfare, anti-tank warfare, sniper warfare, ambush warfare, tunnel warfare, and infiltration warfare — combined with a grinding, attritional style of offensive and defensive engagement, inflicting devastating and continuous casualties on German forces, and forcing an enemy that had, at the outset, held an obvious position of strength to expend its own strength at so catastrophic a rate that it found itself, strategically, driven ever deeper into an increasingly untenable, passive position.

(3) The Sustained Generation of Combat Power Depended Fundamentally on a Robust and Effective Logistical Support System

The defense of Stalingrad was conducted under conditions of extraordinary hardship. The scale of the campaign was immense, its theater vast, its duration prolonged, and the demand for manpower, equipment, and supplies correspondingly enormous. At the time, the Battle of Moscow had only just concluded, and the nation’s own overall strength had already suffered considerable damage as a result. Compounding this, the constant threat of German aerial bombardment and artillery fire meant that the consumption of war matériel proceeded at an extremely rapid pace, placing enormous demands on the logistical support effort in the rear. To ensure that logistical support kept pace with the demands of the campaign, Soviet forces undertook extensive preparatory efforts across multiple fronts.

First, Soviet forces established a powerful, dedicated logistical command structure. At every level, the principal Soviet commanders personally took charge of logistical affairs, placing particular emphasis on mobile, forward-positioned logistical command and control, and stressing the importance of leadership personally overseeing operations on the ground. Marshal Zhukov himself, together with Chief of Staff Alexander Vasilevsky, both personally directed operations from the front lines; nearly half of the senior officers of Soviet logistics headquarters, too, were deployed deep into the Stalingrad region, establishing a robust, effective logistical command structure there. Under conditions of extremely frequent troop movements and a rapidly and unpredictably evolving battlefield situation, Soviet forces also organized timely mutual support between the various fronts and armies, ensuring that logistical support remained uninterrupted throughout.

Second, Soviet forces employed a variety of methods simultaneously to ensure the timely supply of matériel. In an effort to sever Soviet logistical supply lines, German forces concentrated intense attacks along the depth of the Soviet defensive line, successively capturing the tractor factory and Mamayev Kurgan, positions from which German forces could effectively interdict Soviet logistical routes across the Volga. Yet the ferocity of German aerial bombardment meant that the overall logistical situation Soviet forces faced remained extremely difficult throughout the campaign. To ensure the timely supply of matériel and thereby guarantee the smooth conduct of the campaign, Soviet forces adopted a number of key measures: rapidly constructing new rail lines and accelerating the repair of existing ones; employing dedicated locomotive units operating on a one-way basis, so as to improve overall transport efficiency; conducting rational allocation and dispatch of resources, while actively organizing motor-vehicle transport as well; persistently working to break through the German blockade; and strengthening water-based transport along the rivers, together with various other emergency transport measures. Over the course of the entire campaign, Soviet forces transported, via the crossing points of the Volga and the Don, a combined total of 1,600,000 personnel (in both directions), 986 tanks, 96,400 vehicles, and 210,000 tons of various supplies — logistical support that played a crucial role in meeting the needs of front-line combat operations. As German strength continued to erode while Soviet strength continued to grow, this logistical achievement stands as one of the essential guarantees underlying the Soviet Union’s ultimate victory in the defense of Stalingrad.

Third, Soviet forces actively mobilized the general population to provide support for the front. This broad popular support provided a reliable foundation for the successful conduct of the campaign. The defense of the city of Stalingrad proved no exception in this regard. Throughout this particular campaign, the slogan “defend Stalingrad to the death” became deeply etched into the popular consciousness; the people, embracing the principle that “everything for victory at the front,” eagerly volunteered to join the army and to support the war effort, actively participating in anti-aircraft defense and combat operations against the enemy, even as they continued to sustain military production, repair roads and bridges, dig fortifications, care for the wounded, and fight the enemy directly. The final phase of this campaign coincided with the single most difficult period of the entire Soviet Great Patriotic War. At the time, the Soviet Union had lost vast tracts of its own territory, home to fully 41.9 percent of the entire Soviet population, and accounting for a third of the country’s total industrial output. And yet it was precisely during this same year that the Soviet Union succeeded in fundamentally reorganizing its own national economy to meet the demands of wartime production, successfully achieving the production targets the war effort required — providing an effective and essential guarantee of ultimate victory.







Chapter 20: The Battle of Kursk (July 5 – August 23, 1943)

The Battle of Kursk was a decisive strategic engagement fought between the Soviet Red Army and Nazi Germany, in the region of the Kursk salient — the single largest tank battle in the entire history of human warfare. The campaign began on July 5, 1943, and ended on August 23 of that same year, lasting more than fifty days in all. German forces committed a combined total of more than 900,000 men, more than 10,000 artillery pieces, 2,700 tanks and self-propelled guns, and 2,050 aircraft; Soviet forces committed a combined total of 1,336,000 men, 19,000 artillery pieces, 3,444 tanks and self-propelled guns, and 2,172 aircraft. The campaign ended in decisive German defeat: German forces suffered roughly 500,000 casualties among their own officers and men, and lost 1,500 tanks and more than 3,000 artillery pieces of various types. Soviet forces, too, paid a heavy price, suffering nearly 300,000 casualties and losing 2,586 tanks and self-propelled guns. Through this single engagement, Germany’s offensive strategy was decisively and irrevocably shattered; from this point forward, Germany lost, once and for all, its capacity to conduct any further strategic offensive, and the strategic initiative passed entirely and permanently into Soviet hands.


I. Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

The Battle of Stalingrad brought about a fundamental transformation in the overall situation on the Soviet-German front, opening the way for a great Soviet strategic counteroffensive. Soviet forces inflicted one defeat after another on German forces, pushing the front line westward by more than 300 kilometers in a single sustained advance, and, in the central sector of the Soviet-German front, around the region of Kursk, created a salient centered on that city — some 200 kilometers wide along its north-south front, and roughly 150 kilometers deep, extending like a sharp blade directly into German-held territory. This salient thrust deep into the German defensive line like a sharpened dagger, posing a grave threat to the flanks of both Army Group Center (positioned north of the salient) and Army Group South (positioned south of it) — and yet this same salient was itself extremely vulnerable to a pincer assault from German forces positioned on both flanks, and faced a very real risk of encirclement in turn. German forces resolved to treat the encirclement and annihilation of Soviet forces at Kursk as a means of avenging their own catastrophic defeat at Stalingrad. On April 15, Hitler issued his Directive No. 6, declaring: “This offensive carries decisive significance. It must be completed swiftly and must achieve a decisive victory. This offensive must ensure that we retain the initiative this spring and summer.”

To secure victory in this coming campaign, German supreme command began large-scale preparations as early as April 1943, formulating an operational plan codenamed “Operation Citadel.” That same July, German forces concentrated substantial strength on both the northern and southern flanks of the Kursk salient — in the sectors of Orel and Belgorod respectively — built primarily around Army Group Center and Army Group South, comprising seventeen panzer divisions, three motorized divisions, and eighteen infantry divisions in total, equipped with what were, at the time, the most advanced weapons available — the “Tiger” and “Panther” tanks, together with the “Ferdinand” self-propelled gun.

Germany’s Strategic Plan: German forces planned to launch a converging assault against the Kursk salient from Orel in the north and Belgorod in the south, encircling and annihilating the Soviet Central Front and Voronezh Front, capturing Kursk, and then wheeling to strike the rear of the Southwestern Front, once again threatening Moscow.

The Soviet Union’s Strategic Plan: Soviet supreme command resolved to organize a robust, resilient positional defense, continually wearing down German combat strength and shattering Germany’s own offensive plan, before subsequently concentrating substantial reserve forces for a general counteroffensive against German forces along the entire front.

Germany’s Operational Deployment: In order to carry out “Operation Citadel,” German forces deployed, on the northern flank, the Ninth Army, under the command of General Walter Model, belonging to Army Group Center — comprising six panzer divisions, one motorized division, and eleven infantry divisions. On the southern flank, Army Group South, under the command of General Erich von Manstein, deployed two armies: the Fourth Panzer Army, under the command of General Hermann Hoth, and Army Detachment Kempf, under the command of General Werner Kempf — comprising eleven panzer divisions, two motorized divisions, and five infantry divisions combined. A further roughly twenty divisions stood ready to operate along the flanks of the assault formations, with the Fourth and Sixth Air Fleets providing air support.

The Soviet Union’s Operational Deployment: Marshal Georgy Zhukov served as overall commander. To the north was the Central Front, under the command of General Konstantin Rokossovsky, its first echelon comprising five combined-arms armies, and its second echelon comprising the Second Tank Army and the Nineteenth Tank Corps, supported by the Sixteenth Air Army. To the south was the Voronezh Front, under the command of General Nikolai Vatutin, its first echelon comprising four combined-arms armies, and its second echelon comprising the First Tank Army and the Sixty-Ninth Army, supported by the Second Air Army. To secure the airspace over the rail lines serving the Kursk salient, Soviet forces concentrated more than 200 interceptor aircraft, more than 760 anti-aircraft guns, roughly 560 large-caliber anti-aircraft machine guns, and 125 searchlights, all drawn from the national air-defense forces. Positioned in reserve behind the salient was the Steppe Front, under the command of General Ivan Konev, comprising five combined-arms armies, one tank army, six independent tank and mechanized corps, three cavalry corps, and one rifle corps, supported by the Fifth Air Army.



II. The Course of the Campaign

(1) Germany Launches Its Campaign-Level Assault, While Soviet Forces Organize a Meticulously Prepared Defense

On July 2, Soviet general staff received intelligence that German forces were preparing to go over to the offensive, and that this offensive would begin, at the very latest, by July 6, in the Kursk sector. Chief of Staff Alexander Vasilevsky immediately cabled every unit, ordering heightened vigilance. On July 4, a small German reconnaissance-in-force probed the Soviet defensive position; in the course of this engagement, a German soldier was captured, and, under questioning, confessed that every soldier in his own unit had received a ration of dry provisions and vodka, in preparation for a general offensive planned for the following dawn. Soviet supreme command immediately relayed this latest intelligence to every front-line commander.

At twenty minutes past two on the morning of July 5, the Soviet Voronezh Front, seizing the initiative, launched a preemptive artillery and air counter-preparation bombardment. Amid the thunderous roar of artillery, the deafening din of aircraft, and the concussive blasts of countless explosions, the stillness of the night was shattered entirely. With this, the historically celebrated Battle of Kursk had begun.

Soviet forces had originally planned a purely defensive operational strategy — but this preemptive counter-preparation bombardment led German officers and men holding the forward defensive position to believe, mistakenly, that Soviet forces were themselves launching an offensive against them. Soviet artillery fire first destroyed a portion of the German artillery positions, throwing the communication and command systems of the German forward defensive position into considerable disarray. Soviet forces’ preemptive counter-bombardment, however, proved somewhat premature — had it been launched thirty to ninety minutes later, its effect might well have been considerably greater, since German armored and infantry forces had, at that point, largely not yet begun their own pre-offensive concentration.

At around six o’clock on the morning of July 5, German forces launched their offensive. Along the northern axis, toward Orel, Model committed three panzer divisions and four infantry divisions of the Ninth Army — some 500 tanks and self-propelled guns in total — along a front twenty-five kilometers wide, launching an assault against the left flank of the Soviet Central Front’s Thirteenth Army. German tank formations advanced, for the most part, in a “wedge” formation; leading the charge were ten to fifteen of the most heavily armored “Tiger” tanks and “Ferdinand” self-propelled guns. Relying on favorable terrain and fortified obstacles, Soviet forces mounted a resolute defense, repelling five separate German assaults over the course of a full day of fighting on the Ninth Army’s part. It was only toward evening that Model, committing fresh forces, finally succeeded in forcing his way into the Soviet Thirteenth Army’s defensive position — even then, achieving a maximum penetration depth of only six kilometers, with most sectors seeing an advance of no more than two to three kilometers.

That same day, to the south, Army Group South launched its own offensive from Belgorod. Along a frontal sector less than fifty kilometers wide, Manstein deployed three panzer corps, from left to right: the Forty-Eighth Panzer Corps, the Second SS Panzer Corps (belonging to Hoth’s Fourth Panzer Army), and the Third Panzer Corps (belonging to Kempf’s army detachment) — a combined total of eight panzer divisions, one motorized division, and five infantry divisions, with roughly 700 tanks in total. That day, Hoth’s “wedge” formation of tanks, with the powerful support of air power and artillery, succeeded in breaking through the defensive position of the Soviet Sixth Guards Army. A rainstorm that evening temporarily brought the German offensive to a halt; Kempf’s own forces, too, found themselves checked before the defensive position of the Soviet Seventh Guards Army.

At dawn on July 6, German forces renewed their offensive, and fierce, bloody fighting broke out along every front. Model’s own Ninth Army, having suffered heavy casualties and expended vast quantities of ammunition, was forced to suspend its own offensive. Over the course of two days, the Ninth Army had advanced a mere six to nine kilometers, at the cost of 25,000 killed and wounded, 200 tanks and self-propelled guns lost, and 200 aircraft destroyed. To the south, the three panzer corps of Army Group South, having lost nearly 200 tanks, continued to press slowly forward toward Oboyan.

On July 7, Model committed his own reserve forces, but the several offensives he launched achieved little real progress. To the south, Hoth’s offensive proceeded rather more smoothly; the Forty-Eighth Panzer Corps successfully broke through several strongpoints, repelling a counterattack by the Soviet Third Mechanized Corps.

On July 8, Model concentrated 300 tanks for a renewed, ferocious assault. The Soviet Third Anti-Tank Brigade bore the brunt of this attack. Soviet artillery held its fire until German tanks had closed to within 650 to 750 yards, and, for the most part, successfully held their positions. One battalion, having destroyed seventeen enemy tanks, was reduced to a mere three surviving men; the Third Anti-Tank Brigade as a whole was left virtually annihilated. To the south, the Soviet Third Mechanized Army Corps, with forty T-34 tanks, launched a counterattack against the German Forty-Eighth Panzer Corps, an engagement that ended in a decisive Soviet defeat.

By July 10, Model had already exhausted the whole of his own reserve forces, and had lost nearly two-thirds of the tanks under his command. Rokossovsky’s Central Front launched a series of successive counterattacks against the German Ninth Army, forcing Model onto the defensive. To the south, Hoth’s forces had advanced to the vicinity of the strategically important town of Oboyan, posing a serious threat to the southern approaches to Kursk. Although the “Panther” tanks of the elite “Grossdeutschland” Division, the main strength of his own force, suffered frequent mechanical breakdowns, this division nevertheless retained considerable combat capability. The Second SS Panzer Corps, positioned at the center of the German assault, combined forces with the Forty-Eighth Panzer Corps to drive back the Soviet First Tank Army and the Second and Fifth Guards Tank Armies, forcing Soviet forces to withdraw and reorganize their defensive position.

By July 11, the Ninth Army of Army Group Center, in the north, had managed to advance a total of roughly twenty kilometers, and could press no further. In the south, Army Group South had advanced more than thirty kilometers, with all three panzer corps having broken through to positions beyond Oboyan and the important transportation hub of Prokhorovka. Vatutin’s Voronezh Front, with the powerful support of artillery and air power, checked Germany’s further attempts to seize Oboyan in the south, while simultaneously appealing to Zhukov for reinforcement. Zhukov, in response, ordered Konev’s Steppe Front to reinforce Prokhorovka. In the fighting on the 11th, German forces destroyed 220 Soviet tanks and seventy Soviet aircraft. Since the launch of “Operation Citadel,” Soviet forces had, by this point, already lost 1,640 tanks and 1,400 artillery pieces, and had 28,000 men taken prisoner.

(2) The Fighting Reaches a Grinding Stalemate, with Fierce Tank Engagements on Both Sides

On July 12, the Second Panzer Group of the German Army Group Center, defending the Orel salient in the north, came under attack from the Soviet Western Front, the Bryansk Front, and the Central Front simultaneously, forcing Model to withdraw four divisions of his own Ninth Army to reinforce his own defensive position — bringing the German northern offensive to a complete halt.

To the south, the panzer corps of Army Group South continued to press a fierce assault toward Oboyan and Prokhorovka. Bearing primary responsibility for this offensive was the Second SS Panzer Corps, under the command of General Paul Hausser, comprising nearly 700 tanks, roughly 100 of which were “Tiger” tanks. On its left flank was the Forty-Eighth Panzer Corps; on its right flank, 300 further tanks belonging to Kempf’s army detachment provided support. At around nine o’clock that morning, south of the town of Prokhorovka, the Second SS Panzer Corps encountered reinforcement forces dispatched by the Soviet Steppe Front. The principal Soviet reinforcement force was the Fifth Guards Tank Army, under the command of General Pavel Rotmistrov, possessing 850 tanks, the great majority of them T-34s. The Fifth Guards Army, too, took part in this engagement. Both of these Soviet formations had been held in reserve since early July, and their manpower and equipment had, by this point, been fully replenished and reinforced.

Once the two sides’ main armored formations met, they quickly became locked in a brutal, close-quarters struggle. Although German tank guns were capable of firing effectively at ranges of 1,500 to 1,800 meters, in the close, chaotic melee that ensued, the powerful firepower and heavy armor of the “Tiger” tanks proved of comparatively little real advantage, and their own massive turrets, difficult to rotate quickly, instead became a fatal liability. Before long, the open steppe was littered everywhere with the burnt-out wrecks of destroyed tanks. Beyond the Second SS Panzer Corps, the Forty-Eighth Panzer Corps, too, found itself engaged by the Soviet First Tank Army and the Sixth Guards Army. That afternoon, Kempf’s own army detachment, too, joined the fighting at Prokhorovka. Aircraft of the German Fourth Air Fleet and the Soviet Second and Seventeenth Air Armies alike did everything within their power to support the fighting on the ground, and the constant roar of explosions, both in the air and on the ground, never ceased. The courageous Soviet tank crews wrote a truly heroic and moving chapter of their own in this engagement. In the course of the fighting, a single Soviet T-34 tank, acting entirely alone, charged directly into a formation of German tanks, destroying two enemy tanks with four rounds of cannon fire before turning to engage still further German tanks. Several German “Panther” tanks then surrounded this single Soviet tank, opening fire simultaneously; one shell struck the T-34’s flank, setting it ablaze, and its commander was severely wounded. Believing this tank to have been thoroughly destroyed, the German tanks moved on. At this point, the T-34’s own driver dragged his wounded commander from the burning vehicle, taking shelter in a nearby shell crater. A “Panther” tank, spotting them, quickly closed in. The T-34’s driver, seeing this, leapt back into his own burning tank, restarted the engine, and rammed the approaching “Panther” head-on. The crew of the German tank, caught completely off guard by this unexpected action, had no time to react before it was too late. The blazing T-34, engulfed in flame, rammed the “Panther” at full speed, and the resulting explosion was utterly devastating.

This unprecedented tank battle at Prokhorovka raged without pause until dusk. After eight hours of bloody fighting, the German Second SS Panzer Corps and the Soviet Fifth Guards Tank Army had each lost more than 350 tanks, and German infantry casualties totaled as many as 10,000. By July 12, Army Group South had crushed the reserve forces of ten Soviet tank or mechanized corps, advancing thirty to forty kilometers, capturing 24,000 Soviet prisoners, and capturing or destroying 1,800 Soviet tanks, 267 field artillery pieces, and 1,080 anti-tank guns.

(3) Soviet Forces Launch an All-Out Counterattack, While German Forces Begin Organizing a Withdrawal from the Battlefield

On July 13, Hitler urgently summoned Field Marshal Günther von Kluge and Field Marshal Manstein to a meeting, first announcing that British and American forces had already landed on the island of Sicily on July 10, and that the overall situation in Italy had deteriorated seriously. Hitler concluded that Germany would need to divert forces to Italy and the Balkan peninsula, and that “Operation Citadel,” as a result, might well need to be suspended. Field Marshal von Kluge, commander of Army Group Center, likewise supported halting the offensive, since Soviet forces had, by this point, already begun their own assault against the Orel salient, where nearly 600,000 German troops — including 490,000 combat personnel — were positioned. Should German forces fail to withdraw from this region promptly, there existed a very real risk of a second Stalingrad-style catastrophe unfolding there. Manstein, by contrast, believed that German forces stood on the very verge of genuine victory, and that abandoning the fruits of so hard-fought a campaign at this particular moment would be a genuine waste. He argued that, at the very least, German forces ought to press on until the Soviet reserve forces had been thoroughly crushed. In the end, however, Hitler, weighing the overall situation in the Mediterranean against that of Army Group Center, resolved to halt “Operation Citadel” entirely. As something of a compromise, he agreed to allow Manstein’s own Army Group South to continue its assault against Soviet forces at Kursk, until such time as the Soviet armored reserve had been decisively crushed.

Along the northern axis, toward Orel, Soviet forces had already gone over to the counteroffensive on July 12, committing 1,280,000 men, 20,000 artillery pieces, 2,400 tanks, and 2,000 aircraft to the fighting, with the Eleventh Guards Tank Army serving as the principal assault force, breaking through the defensive position of the German Second Panzer Army. The density of Soviet artillery fire reached as high as 150 to 200 pieces per kilometer of front, and tank density reached fifteen to twenty vehicles per kilometer. And yet, even with so powerful a counteroffensive at their disposal, Soviet forces were still unable to replicate the kind of massive encirclement they had achieved at Stalingrad. Model, making skillful use of several successive prepared defensive lines, succeeded in delaying the Soviet advance while gradually withdrawing German forces from the Orel salient. It was not until August 5 that Soviet forces finally recovered Orel; by this point, the great majority of German forces there had already safely withdrawn to a further defensive line behind it.

Along the southern front, Hitler ordered the Second SS Panzer Corps withdrawn on July 17, redirecting it to Italy instead; Manstein, with no other option, was forced to halt his own offensive there and begin withdrawing as well. On August 3, the Soviet Voronezh Front and Steppe Front, coordinating with the Southwestern Front, launched a large-scale counteroffensive against Army Group South, recapturing Kharkov on August 23. With this, the great Battle of Kursk came to its final conclusion.



III. Commentary

This great battle marked the completion of a fundamental, decisive turning point in the entire course of the Soviet-German war. Germany’s own once-fearsome, world-shaking armored forces never recovered from the blow they suffered here; as Marshal Konev himself would later observe: “The Battle of Kursk was the swan song of the German panzer arm — a mournful, tragic lament sung at the very moment of its own demise.” Stalin, in a report commemorating the twenty-sixth anniversary of the October Revolution, offered his own assessment of the significance of the Battle of Kursk, observing: “If the Battle of Stalingrad foretold the eventual destruction of the German fascist army, then the Battle of Kursk brought that army to the very brink of destruction itself.” The Soviet victory at Kursk shattered Germany’s own hope of ever again seizing the strategic initiative, creating favorable conditions for the subsequent Soviet general strategic offensive that would follow. Following its defeat at Kursk, Germany’s own position declined with each passing day, and the broader confidence of the fascist bloc’s various member states in Germany’s eventual victory suffered a further, serious blow. In the course of this campaign, Soviet supreme command successfully resolved a whole series of problems, strategic, campaign-level, and tactical alike, gaining valuable new experience in the massed concentration of manpower and equipment along a decisive axis of operation; and the deployment of newly organized tank army formations, for the first time, to exploit and expand upon a breakthrough, holds important guiding significance for the future employment of massed armored formations in urban warfare as well.

(1) Hitler’s Own Flawed Strategic Guidance and Command Decisions Were the Key Factor Behind Germany’s Defeat

In the first half of 1943, German supreme command resolved to launch a large-scale summer offensive along the Soviet-German front. Because the Kursk salient, then held by Soviet forces, posed a considerable and unwelcome threat to German defensive lines, Hitler resolved to eliminate this particular thorn in Germany’s own side once and for all. German forces hoped, through the Battle of Kursk, to create what would amount to “Germany’s own Stalingrad,” subsequently capturing the Don and Volga river basins, and going on to capture Moscow itself — thereby finally realizing the very ambitions Germany had failed to achieve in 1942. In accordance with this strategic intention, Manstein proposed that the offensive begin in early May, when the ground would still be dry and firm, favorable to the movement of German armored forces, and at a time when Soviet forces had not yet had the opportunity to concentrate sufficient armored strength of their own. But because of delays in the delivery of Germany’s own new “Tiger” and “Panther” tanks, Hitler insisted on waiting until a sufficient number of these new-model tanks had been delivered before launching the offensive.

As time continued to pass, Field Marshal von Kluge and Field Marshal Manstein, entrusted with directing “Operation Citadel,” grew increasingly uneasy. They observed that Soviet strength in the Kursk region continued to grow steadily stronger, and that the fortifications along the Soviet defensive position, too, continued to grow steadily more formidable. They concluded that Germany had, by this point, already missed its own best opportunity to strike, and that any forcible offensive under these circumstances would almost certainly prove more costly than it was worth; they accordingly recommended to Hitler that the Kursk campaign be called off entirely. On this point, General Guderian himself — the very master of armored warfare doctrine — likewise concluded that any German offensive relying on massed tank formations against the Kursk salient would carry enormous risk. He told Hitler, bluntly and without hesitation: “The Kursk region’s defenses are formidably robust; any German offensive there will yield nothing worthwhile.” But Hitler, by this point, was no longer willing to heed anyone’s counsel whatsoever, and it was not until early July that he finally resolved to launch the assault on July 5 — by which point Germany had, in fact, already forfeited whatever advantage it might once have gained by striking first.

And just as the fighting at Kursk reached its most intense pitch, the British Eighth Army, under the command of Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery, and the American Seventh Army, under the command of General George Patton, launched a massive landing on the island of Sicily, in Italy. On receiving this news, Hitler grew visibly agitated, and resolved to abandon the campaign on the Soviet-German front entirely, withdrawing German forces so as to preserve their remaining strength and prepare instead for defensive operations elsewhere. Hitler urgently summoned Field Marshal von Kluge and Field Marshal Manstein to a meeting, first announcing that Anglo-American forces had already landed on Sicily on July 10, and that the situation in Italy had deteriorated seriously. Hitler concluded that Germany would need to divert forces to Italy and the Balkan peninsula, and that “Operation Citadel” might therefore need to be suspended. Manstein, the southern commander, expressed considerable dissatisfaction with Hitler’s decision, believing that, should Germany press on resolutely, it might well succeed in encircling the main body of the Soviet Fifth Guards Tank Army and ultimately capturing the strategically important position of Prokhorovka. And yet Hitler, self-satisfied and arrogant, disregarded Manstein’s recommendation entirely, instead redeploying the Second SS Panzer Corps and other main strength away from the Prokhorovka region. On July 17 and 18, these forces formally withdrew from the battlefield, and Manstein’s own Army Group South, as a result, was forced to organize its own withdrawal as well. The primary reason German forces withdrew was not that they had lost their own capacity to continue fighting, but rather that Hitler himself had lost the resolve and the confidence necessary to continue the struggle against Soviet forces. With this decision on Hitler’s part, Germany’s very last opportunity to seize the strategic initiative on the Eastern Front vanished into thin air, once and for all.

(2) Outstanding Intelligence-Gathering and a Keen, Accurate Operational Forecast Gave Soviet Forces Ample Time to Prepare for the Coming Campaign

In early 1943, Britain, through intercepted German communications, learned that German forces on the Eastern Front intended to launch a summer offensive. The British government promptly relayed this intelligence to Soviet supreme command in a timely fashion, and provided the Soviet Union with a wide range of further intelligence concerning Germany’s preparations for the coming Battle of Kursk, including detailed information on the performance characteristics of Germany’s new “Panther” and “Tiger” tanks and other new weaponry. Subsequent events would go on to prove just how vitally important this intelligence proved to be — it allowed Soviet forces, on the basis of the information they had received, to promptly research and develop appropriate countermeasures, discovering the essential key to countering these formidable new German tanks: ambush tactics. Through the extensive and flexible application of this particular tactic, Soviet forces succeeded in destroying 568 German tanks on the very first day of the German offensive alone. Pavel Sudoplatov, the former deputy chairman of the Soviet State Security Committee (KGB), later recalled: “Because we received and shared operational intelligence with our allies, we were already aware of Germany’s own operational plan in advance. The intelligence we received concerning the ‘Panther’ tank proved especially valuable, since its effective range exceeded that of our own tanks. Looking back on the Battle of Kursk, we owe our allies a considerable debt of gratitude — their contribution to our own eventual victory was of the very greatest importance.”

Soviet intelligence services, too, performed exceptionally well in their own right, not only accurately determining the force composition, operational deployment, and equipment changes of German forces in the Kursk region, but also accurately predicting the timing of the coming German offensive. On the basis of this intelligence, Zhukov personally submitted a report to Soviet supreme command. He concluded that German forces had not only concentrated their main strength in this particular sector but had also assembled a massive concentration of armored forces there as well; Soviet forces ought, accordingly, to first conduct a defensive operation, wearing down and exhausting German strength through the course of this defense, and, once German tank strength had suffered massive attrition, to then commit reserve forces (built chiefly around armored formations) to a comprehensive counteroffensive, thereby thoroughly crushing the concentrated German strike force. Zhukov’s own recommendation was ultimately adopted by Stalin. Soviet forces accordingly abandoned their earlier plan for an offensive operation of their own, adopting instead a strategy of defense first, followed by a subsequent transition to counteroffensive.

By the time German forces launched their own offensive in early July, Soviet forces had already completed thorough preparations for both defense and counterattack, constructing a deep and extensive defensive position, and had made every necessary precautionary arrangement — depriving Germany’s own “Operation Citadel” of any genuine element of surprise, and drawing German forces directly into a battlefield of Soviet forces’ own choosing and preparation, thereby losing the initiative on the battlefield from the very outset.

(3) Large-Scale, Massed Tank Warfare Stands as the Single Most Distinctive Characteristic of This Particular Campaign

At the Battle of Kursk, the two sides together committed a combined total of more than 6,000 tanks and self-propelled guns of various types, together with roughly 30,000 artillery pieces, and fought numerous large-scale, massed tank engagements over the course of the campaign. Particularly notable is the fierce, brutal tank engagement fought at Prokhorovka on July 12, 1943. In the course of this engagement, thick, choking smoke from burning vehicles blanketed the battlefield, and the dust kicked up by advancing, firing tanks further obscured the vision of both sides, so that soldiers of both armies found themselves intermingled amid the chaos, locked in close, desperate combat. Artillery fire, gunfire, explosions, battle cries, and the cries of the dying together merged into a single, continuous roar. Tank crews who managed to scramble clear of their own burning vehicles were forced to take up rifles and fight on foot, like ordinary infantrymen; at times, tank crews on both sides even resorted to hand-to-hand combat with daggers. General Pavel Rotmistrov, the Soviet commander who directed this particular engagement, later wrote: “The tank fighting near Prokhorovka proved especially brutal and intense. Within this comparatively narrow sector, the two sides together committed roughly 1,500 tanks and self-propelled guns to the fighting. Before darkness fell, the battlefield reverberated, without pause, with the deafening roar of engines and the grinding clatter of tank treads. Within a single hour, burning German and Soviet tanks alike littered the battlefield everywhere; smoke, billowing like dark storm clouds, blotted out the sky entirely, and the whole engagement seemed like some vast, howling maelstrom of mutual destruction.” After eight hours of bloody fighting, both German and Soviet forces had each lost more than 350 tanks. This engagement stands as the single largest tank battle fought over the course of the entire Second World War.

Over the course of this particular campaign, German forces achieved comparatively significant gains, inflicting heavy casualties on Soviet forces — particularly in the earlier, defensive phase of the campaign, when Soviet losses in both manpower and tanks considerably exceeded those suffered by German forces. Germany had, in fact, been the earliest power to successfully employ massed tank formations in actual combat, and, over the first three years of the Second World War, German armored forces had achieved a series of brilliant successes, accumulating extensive practical experience in armored warfare along the way. At the Battle of Kursk, German forces committed vast quantities of heavy “Tiger” tanks, medium “Panther” tanks, and heavy “Ferdinand” self-propelled guns. The “Tiger” tank came in two distinct variants, Type I and Type II. The Type II “Tiger” tank, also known as the “King Tiger,” weighed some fifteen tons more than its Type I counterpart, possessing formidable firepower and heavy armor protection, though its mobility was correspondingly limited, and it was produced in only comparatively modest numbers.

In the course of the fighting, German forces sought to exploit the superior armor protection of their newer tanks to overwhelm the massed Soviet armored formations opposing them. In particular, in terms of the tactical formations they employed for armored combat, German forces developed a highly distinctive and formidably powerful “wedge” formation — with tanks leading the way, followed closely by masses of infantry, with tank columns arrayed along every axis of advance forming this same “wedge” shape, pressing forward with a density of roughly 100 vehicles per square kilometer; at the same time, German bomber aircraft, under fighter escort, conducted relentless, devastating raids against Soviet positions. This massed tank tactic proved, for a time, genuinely difficult for Soviet forces to defend against effectively, leaving them virtually powerless to respond, and, as a result, Soviet forces lost vast tracts of territory in the early stages of the war.

Having tasted the bitter consequences of Germany’s own massed tank assaults in the early stages of the war, Stalin, exercising his own supreme authority, concentrated the Soviet Union’s own first-rate scientific research capability and industrial strength squarely on tank research and production. In 1942, an improved version of the T-34 tank successfully completed its development, and was immediately placed into mass production, being continuously supplied, in ever-growing numbers, to Soviet armored forces. By the time of the Battle of Kursk, the T-34 tank had, by this point, become the mainstay of Soviet armored forces, while Germany’s own new-model tanks accounted for only a comparatively small fraction of Germany’s own total tank strength.

In terms of the operational employment of tanks as well, Soviet forces had, by this point, made considerable progress of their own. In terms of organizational structure, Soviet forces established unified, dedicated tank armies, replacing the earlier mixed-composition tank armies of the past; each such army was organized around two tank corps and one mechanized corps, eliminating the earlier practice of including non-motorized infantry divisions within the tank army’s own organizational structure — thereby giving these newly organized tank armies both considerably enhanced mobility and formidable striking power. By the summer of 1943, apart from independent tank corps and mechanized corps, Soviet forces had reorganized and established five properly structured, well-equipped tank armies in total. In terms of operational doctrine, Soviet forces began placing growing emphasis on the concentrated employment of armored forces, and on making full use of their own considerable mobility. At the Battle of Kursk, for the first time, Soviet forces employed a full tank army as a fast-moving mobile group at the front level; in defensive operations, tank armies were organized to serve as a second echelon, from which powerful counterattacks could be launched, thereby dramatically enhancing both the resilience and the overall stability of Soviet defensive operations. To further strengthen their own capacity to engage enemy armor, Soviet forces also organized additional dedicated anti-tank self-propelled artillery units. Judging by the practical experience of the campaign, Soviet armored forces had, by this point, matured considerably through the trials of combat, both in adversity and in victory alike, developing sophisticated command and communication systems capable of flexibly coordinating the operations of many thousands of tanks in massed formation.

(4) Thorough Defensive Campaign Preparation Provided a Solid and Essential Foundation for Soviet Victory in This Campaign

Over the course of more than two months of preparation for the Battle of Kursk, Soviet forces excavated nearly 10,000 kilometers of anti-tank trenches, defensive trenches, and communication trenches within the Kursk salient, together with more than 10,000 command posts and observation posts, and 35,000 shelters, and laid nearly 3,000 kilometers of barbed-wire entanglements. Along the primary defensive belt, Soviet forces constructed two to three successive defensive positions, each comprising two to three trench lines connected by communication trenches, with an overall depth of 1.5 to two kilometers. Manpower and equipment were concentrated heavily along the axes German forces were most likely to strike, forming the primary axis of defense; the overall defensive deployment of each front reached an astonishing depth of fifty to seventy kilometers. Beyond this, Soviet forces laid extensive minefields, with as many as 1,500 anti-tank mines and 1,700 anti-personnel mines per kilometer of front in the most critical sectors, and organized dedicated rapid mine-laying units as well. To effectively check the advance of massed German armored formations, Soviet forces established, within the Kursk defensive zone, eight successive anti-tank defensive lines, each with a depth of ten kilometers, with anti-tank artillery density reaching an average of sixteen to twenty pieces per kilometer of front, and as many as sixty to seventy pieces per kilometer in the most critical sectors.

In terms of the overall deployment of defensive strength, unlike earlier phases of strategic defense, the defense of Kursk was not a defense forced upon Soviet forces by circumstance, but rather an active, deliberately organized defense, one undertaken with the transition to eventual offensive operations already firmly in mind from the very outset. Once Soviet supreme command had discerned German intentions and correctly identified the likely axis of the German assault, it resolved to first wear down and exhaust German strength through a well-prepared, resolute defense, before then transitioning to counteroffensive and annihilating the German assault formations entirely. At Kursk, Soviet forces established a deeply layered, echeloned campaign deployment. Both the Central Front and the Voronezh Front organized not only two full echelons of their own but also substantial reserve forces; every army, too, maintained its own second echelon or reserve force, constructing extensive oblique defensive positions and intermediate defensive zones, and concentrating substantial artillery strength along the second defensive belt, organizing fierce preemptive counter-bombardments just as German forces prepared to launch their own assault, thereby disrupting German offensive preparations to considerable effect. To complement this overall defensive plan, Soviet forces also devised a range of meticulous deception schemes. In order to conceal their own defensive dispositions across this vast strategic depth, and to mask the concentration of their own forces, Soviet forces constructed extensive decoy fortifications, manufacturing dummy tanks and artillery pieces, and even constructing fake airfields. Every Soviet unit, and every rail transport movement, was conducted exclusively at night or under conditions of extremely poor visibility. As a result, German forces found themselves entirely unable to gain a comprehensive picture of Soviet dispositions. Although these various technical measures could not entirely conceal the full scope of Soviet troop movements, they nevertheless succeeded in leading German forces to significantly underestimate the true strength of their adversary.

(5) Realistic, Rigorous Pre-Battle Training Played an Outstanding Role in Securing Soviet Victory in This Campaign

In preparation for this unprecedented tank battle, Soviet forces conducted meticulous and thorough pre-battle training. To address the psychological fear infantry commonly felt when confronting enemy tanks, Soviet forces established dedicated training grounds, where infantry practiced being “rolled over” by T-34 tanks, crouching within trenches as tanks drove back and forth directly above them. Artillery crews, meanwhile, underwent training in rapidly changing firing positions. Tank crews focused their training on precision firing from concealed positions and on tank-versus-tank engagement tactics. In response to Germany’s own coordinated infantry-tank tactics, Soviet forces placed particular emphasis on practicing distinct defensive tactics of their own, including sudden, surprise attacks against infantry positioned behind advancing enemy tanks. Soviet forces conducted rigorous training using live ammunition, simulating combat under conditions of encirclement, and practicing how to construct improvised anti-tank obstacles whenever a defensive position had been breached by the enemy. Every soldier was required to master the technique of engaging a predetermined target, and to learn how to respond effectively to an active, firing tank. Many Soviet combat teams — particularly those deployed across open terrain — learned how to attach magnetic mines to armored vehicles, and, for those enemy tanks that had been specially treated to resist magnetic attachment, how to swiftly place an anti-tank mine directly beneath a moving tank instead. Some Soviet soldiers even received specialized training enabling them to leap directly onto a moving tank, force open its hatch, and throw an explosive charge inside.

Soviet forces also conscientiously studied and drew lessons from the British army’s own experience combating massed German tank assaults in the deserts of North Africa. In the course of “Operation Crusader” in 1941 and the Battle of El Alamein in 1942, British forces had accumulated both painful lessons and genuine successes in countering Germany’s own massed armored tactics — experience that proved of enormous value to Soviet forces as they prepared to organize their own great tank battle at Kursk. Beyond this, in order to draw lessons and experience from their own past setbacks, Soviet forces assigned dedicated staff officers to compile detailed, substantive after-action reports following every engagement or campaign, providing the resulting conclusions as reference material for Soviet command structures at every level. Drawing on the very latest intelligence, Soviet forces also conducted detailed research into Germany’s new “Tiger” and “Panther” tanks, promptly identifying their respective weaknesses. Before the campaign began, for instance, Soviet researchers discovered that, although Germany’s new tanks possessed formidable firepower and heavy armor, they were, correspondingly, cumbersome and slow to maneuver, and ill-suited to close-quarters combat. For this reason, Soviet forces placed particular emphasis on training for close-range tank combat, focused chiefly on breaking apart the enemy’s own battle formation, using the superior mobility of the T-34 tank to close the distance with Germany’s heavier tanks, and directing tank cannon fire, at close range, against the “Tiger” tank’s own most vulnerable points, so as to strike it down through direct, close-range fire.

Practical combat experience demonstrated that this series of targeted, pre-battle training measures proved highly effective. Drawing on the experience they had accumulated through this training, Soviet officers and men effectively overcame their earlier fear of Germany’s new tanks, and displayed a genuinely sound capacity for flexible, adaptive response in close combat. Across every sector of the battlefield, Soviet officers and men showed no hesitation whatsoever in confronting Germany’s new-model tanks. They exploited the fatal weaknesses of German tanks, boldly closing the distance with the formidable “Tiger” tank, using anti-tank grenades, Molotov cocktails, and other close-range anti-tank weapons to strike German tanks with skill and resourcefulness. Against the medium “Panther” tank, Soviet forces specifically targeted its fuel and lubrication systems, sending no small number of “Panther” tanks up in flames as a result. By the later stages of the campaign, Soviet tank crews had grown increasingly bold and confident in battle, their overall combat proficiency having undergone a truly fundamental transformation — a change owed, in no small measure, to the realistic and rigorous pre-battle training Soviet forces had so carefully conducted beforehand.







Chapter 21: The First Arab-Israeli War (May 14, 1948 – February 20, 1949)

The First Arab-Israeli War was a war launched by the Arab states in an attempt to destroy the newly founded state of Israel and to contest control of Palestine; it is also known as the Palestine War. The war began on May 14, 1948, and ended on February 20, 1949, with the signing of an armistice agreement between Israel and Egypt, lasting more than nine months in all. Arab forces suffered 15,000 killed; Israeli forces suffered roughly 6,000 killed. With the exception of Gaza and part of the West Bank of the Jordan River, Israel occupied four-fifths of the territory of Palestine — more than 20,000 square kilometers in total, some 6,700 square kilometers more than the area allotted to it under the United Nations partition resolution. Over the course of the war, 960,000 Palestinians were driven from their homes and became refugees; the conflict between the Arab states and Israel grew correspondingly more intense, and the Middle East has remained embroiled in near-continuous conflict ever since. Israel, through this war, established itself as a sovereign state. In studying this particular battle case, our focus should be on the influence a nation’s and a people’s collective will can exert on the outcome of a war, and on the decisive role that seizing and holding the strategic initiative can play in allowing a materially weaker side to nevertheless secure ultimate victory.


I. Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

The “Middle East” is a geographic concept coined by Europeans, defined from a European-centered perspective; it encompasses eighteen countries and territories, including Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Palestine, and Israel, covering a combined area of 7,400,000 square kilometers. The region bridges the three continents of Asia, Africa, and Europe, and possesses abundant petroleum resources, giving it enormous strategic significance. Palestine lies at the very heart of the Middle East, bordered to the west by the Mediterranean Sea and to the south by the Sinai Peninsula, standing at the crossroads of Asia, Africa, and Europe, and serving as the crucial link connecting the Arab states of the east and west alike. For this reason, Palestine has long stood as a primary target of contention among powerful neighboring states and great powers alike, and its history has repeatedly witnessed successive waves of migration and conquest, in which later arrivals subdued the peoples who had come before them.

Historically, the earliest known inhabitants of Palestine were the Canaanites, who settled there around 4000 BC, migrating along the Arabian coast from the eastern part of the Arabian Peninsula. In the 13th century BC, the Philistines, originally from Crete and the Aegean coast, migrated to Canaan, giving the region the name “Palestine” — meaning “land of the Philistines” — a name that has remained in use to this very day. Beyond this, the early population of Palestine also included the Amorites and the Arameans, among other peoples.

The Jewish people, known in ancient times as the Hebrews, were, like the Canaanites and the Arabs, descendants of the ancient Semitic peoples of West Asia, and had, for a time, lived alongside these and other ancient peoples in the land of Palestine. Around 1025 BC, the Jewish people established a unified Kingdom of Israel in Palestine, which later split into two separate kingdoms: the Kingdom of Israel in the north, and the Kingdom of Judah in the south. In 722 BC, the Kingdom of Israel was destroyed by the Assyrian Empire. In 586 BC, the newly risen Kingdom of Babylon in the east conquered the Kingdom of Judah; King Nebuchadnezzar II of Babylon ordered tens of thousands of Jewish captives taken back to Babylon, beginning the era of Jewish history known as the “Babylonian Captivity” — bringing an end to the history of Jewish statehood in Palestine.

Following their departure from Palestine in the 1st and 2nd centuries AD, the Jewish people scattered and dispersed throughout the world. Because Christianity held dominant status in medieval Europe, Judaism was regarded as a heretical faith, and Jewish people were subjected to ethnic discrimination, persecution, and even outright massacre; over more than a thousand years of long and difficult history, the circumstances of Jewish life remained genuinely tragic and precarious.

In the 19th century, the Jewish bourgeoisie seized the opportunity to raise the banner of “Jewish nationalism,” transforming the Jewish people’s aspiration to return to Palestine into a systematic Zionist ideology and an organized political movement, giving fresh momentum to the broader Zionist cause. Its representative figure was Theodor Herzl, a Jewish writer born in Hungary. In 1896, he wrote The Jewish State: An Attempt at a Modern Solution to the Jewish Question, declaring that the Jewish question was neither a social nor a religious problem, but rather fundamentally a national one, and proposing the establishment of an autonomous Jewish state. He further proposed establishing two dedicated organizations — a “Jewish Society” and a “Jewish Company” — respectively responsible for organizing preparations for Jewish statehood and for economic planning.

In 1914, the outbreak of the First World War prompted Britain, seeking to defeat Germany, dismantle the Ottoman Empire, and establish its own dominance over the Middle East, to promise recognition of and support for the postwar establishment of an independent Arab state, encompassing Palestine, in exchange for securing Arab support. And yet Britain simultaneously concluded, behind the backs of the Arab peoples, the Sykes-Picot Agreement with France, governing the postwar disposition of Ottoman territory. Beyond delineating the two powers’ respective spheres of influence, this agreement stipulated that Palestine would come under “international administration.” Later, in November 1917, Britain issued the Balfour Declaration, expressing support for Zionism, in which it agreed to the establishment of a Jewish homeland for the Jewish people within Palestine.

On November 6, 1917, British forces invaded Palestine, and, by September 1918, had occupied the entirety of Palestinian territory. In 1920, the League of Nations granted Britain a “mandate” over Palestine. In 1921, the British government, citing the implementation of the Balfour Declaration as its justification, adopted a policy of divide and rule, using the Jordan River as a boundary to divide Palestine into two separate territories: the eastern portion, known as Transjordan, where Britain installed a puppet regime; and the western portion, which retained the name Palestine, placed under the direct rule of a British-appointed high commissioner.

Drawing on their considerable financial resources and technical expertise, together with the protection afforded by the British mandatory authorities, Jewish immigrants established numerous cities and industries throughout Palestine, dealing a severe blow to the commercial and industrial interests of the Arab population there. Jewish settlers also established several secret armed organizations, including the “Haganah,” the “Irgun,” and the “Stern Gang.” As a result, the underlying tensions and conflicts between the Arab and Jewish populations of Palestine grew increasingly acute with each passing day.

Seeking to expand its own sphere of influence in the Middle East, the United States, over the course of the Second World War, extended vigorous support to the Zionist cause, working actively to displace British influence in the region. The United States Congress passed resolutions and declarations supporting unrestricted Jewish immigration to Palestine and the establishment of a Jewish state there — a development that only further deepened the underlying conflict between Arabs and Jews in the region.

In February 1942, Britain referred the question of Palestine to the United Nations for resolution. At Britain’s request, the “UN General Assembly” convened a special session to discuss the Palestine question. On September 16, 1947, the Second Session of the UN General Assembly established a dedicated committee to further study the Palestine question; representatives of the United States and the Soviet Union both advocated for immediate partition of the territory once the British mandate came to an end, and this position ultimately garnered sufficient support.

On November 29, 1947, the UN General Assembly adopted the resolution on the partition of Palestine. This resolution stipulated that Britain’s mandate over Palestine would come to an end in August 1948, after which an Arab state and a Jewish state would be established within Palestine. The Arab state would comprise some 11,000 square kilometers of territory, including the northern region of Galilee, the area west of the Jordan River, and the Gaza Strip; the Jewish state would comprise some 14,000 square kilometers of territory. At the same time, the city of Jerusalem would become an independent entity under international political administration, placed under United Nations control.

The moment the UN partition resolution passed, the Arab population of Palestine, together with the various Arab states, staged widespread demonstrations of protest against the partition plan. Fierce resistance movements erupted among the Arab population of Jerusalem, Jaffa, Tel Aviv, and elsewhere; Zionist leaders, meanwhile, regarded the passage of the UN partition resolution as a golden opportunity. With American support, the Jewish Agency began recruiting Jewish youth between the ages of seventeen and twenty-five into the armed forces; at the same time, the United States provided Zionist forces with machinery and weapons and equipment for the manufacture of munitions, valued at tens of millions of dollars, at a discounted price. At dawn on November 30, 1947, fierce armed clashes broke out between Jewish and Arab forces in Jerusalem and various other mixed Arab-Jewish towns — marking the beginning of what came to be known as the “unofficial war” phase of the Palestine conflict. This was followed, from January to March 1948, by continuous, ongoing clashes between the two sides. On May 14, 1948, Britain formally ended its mandate over Palestine; that same day, David Ben-Gurion, at the Tel Aviv Museum, formally proclaimed the founding of the State of Israel, issuing to the entire world the “Israeli Declaration of Independence.”

On May 15, the armies of the Arab League states — Egypt, Transjordan, Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon — successively entered Palestine, and the Palestine War had formally begun.

The Arab States’ Plan: According to the plan the Arab League had formulated before the war, the armies of Egypt, Lebanon, and Syria would launch a coordinated assault from the south and north respectively, pinning down and threatening Israeli forces, while the armed forces of Iraq and the “Arab Legion” of Transjordan would cross the Jordan River in coordination, capturing Haifa before turning to encircle and assault Jerusalem, thereby annihilating Israel entirely.

The Arab States’ Force Strength: The Arab side committed a combined total of roughly 40,000 troops: 7,000 from Egypt, 7,500 from Transjordan’s own “Arab Legion,” 5,000 from Syria, 10,000 from Iraq, and 2,000 from Lebanon, together with the Arab League’s own irregular “Arab Liberation Army” and the local Palestinian “Arab Rescue Army,” totaling more than 10,000 further troops — for a combined total force of roughly 80,000. This combined force was equipped with 131 aircraft of various types, twelve naval vessels, 240 tanks and armored vehicles, and 140 field artillery pieces of various types.

Israel’s Plan: Israel’s plan called for repelling the Arab states’ offensive and securing the survival and continued existence of the State of Israel.

Israel’s Force Strength: At the outbreak of the war, Israel possessed no regular army whatsoever; the combined total strength of the various Jewish underground militia organizations amounted to only 34,000 men, equipped with only limited light weaponry, and possessing virtually no heavy artillery, armored vehicles, or other heavy weaponry of any kind.



II. The Course of the Campaign

Phase One: The Arab Offensive through the First Ceasefire (May 15 – July 8, 1948)

The First Arab-Israeli War began with an Egyptian air raid, bombing the power station at Tel Litwinsky, on the coast near Tel Aviv. Following this initial Arab offensive, Egyptian forces advanced into Palestine from El Arish along two separate axes. The northern column, with the First Brigade as its main strength — 5,000 men in total — advanced along the coastal highway through Gaza toward Tel Aviv. Israeli forces mounted desperate resistance south of Tel Aviv, launching nighttime raids against the rear of the advancing Egyptian vanguard, throwing the Egyptian forces into considerable disarray. Israeli forces held a press conference, declaring that Egypt’s own supply lines had already been severed. When this news reached Cairo, Egyptian command headquarters immediately ordered a halt to the assault on Tel Aviv. This particular setback proved to be a genuine turning point for Egyptian forces in this war; Tel Aviv never again came under direct Egyptian attack. Egyptian forces instead redirected their offensive objective, occupying several strategically important positions and road junctions in the Negev region instead. The southern Egyptian column, meanwhile, advanced through Beersheba and Hebron, pressing toward Jerusalem.

Two mechanized brigades of the Syrian army, setting out from Quneitra, first launched an assault against three Jewish settlements on both banks of the Jordan River south of Lake Tiberias, before pressing on to attack the settlement at Nuqeib. Syrian forces then engaged Israeli forces in fierce combat in the region south of Lake Tiberias.

Transjordan dispatched the elite forces of its own “Arab Legion” to seize Jerusalem. On May 18, the “Arab Legion” occupied the Arab quarter of the Old City of Jerusalem, and simultaneously besieged the Jewish quarter of the Old City. The “Arab Legion” then launched an assault against the Jewish-held New City of Jerusalem, capturing Latrun, a strategically important position along the road connecting Jerusalem to the coastal plain, thereby cutting off Israeli reinforcement of the city. On May 28, the Jewish defenders of the Old City surrendered; the Jewish population of the New City, too, found themselves running desperately short of both food and water. And yet Jordanian forces, unaware of this dire situation facing their adversary, failed to seize this opportunity to press a decisive, large-scale offensive, and the fighting for the New City of Jerusalem settled instead into a prolonged stalemate.

Iraqi forces first advanced against Gesher and Beit She’an in the north, achieving little real progress there, before redirecting their offensive toward Nablus. Iraqi forces committed a single armored column, a single infantry brigade, and a mechanized brigade supported by three squadrons of aircraft, successively capturing Nablus, Tulkarm, and Jenin, and threatening the Jewish city of Hadera — coming close to cutting Israeli forces entirely in two. And yet Iraqi forces failed to press their offensive further, losing this crucial opportunity. Israeli forces seized upon this pause to launch a counterattack against Jenin, but were repelled by Iraqi forces there.

Israeli forces, still lacking any unified command structure at this early stage of the war, waged guerrilla warfare across every front, arming every Jewish settlement, with even young women taking up arms and joining the fighting. In the early stages of the war, the Jewish settlements of Yad Mordechai, north of Gaza, mounted a stubborn resistance against the advancing main body of Egyptian forces along the nearby road, delaying the Egyptian advance by as much as six days. The Jewish settlement of Degania, along the northern front, likewise effectively repelled the Syrian offensive there. Although Israeli forces suffered from extremely limited manpower and equipment, and received no reinforcement whatsoever, they nevertheless fought with tremendous determination, and the entire nation, in effect, became a single unified battlefield. On May 26, Israel issued an order formally establishing the Israel Defense Forces, comprising three branches: army, navy, and air force. Israel’s own modest air transport service was transformed into the Israeli Air Force; the acquisition of new aircraft became its most urgent priority. Jewish pilots who had once served in the British air force, flying British fighter planes against German Messerschmitt aircraft, now found themselves flying Messerschmitt aircraft of their own against Arab forces instead.

In the early stages of the war, the Arab states held a considerably favorable position, and Israeli forces suffered one setback after another. In an effort to reverse this deteriorating situation, Israel’s own prime minister sent an urgent cable to Israel’s representative at the United Nations, Abba Eban, stating: “Israel urgently requires several months’ time to reorganize and re-equip its own armed forces. Israel requires an immediate ceasefire.”

On May 17, the third day of the war, the American representative to the UN Security Council submitted a proposal calling on the Council to order both sides to observe a ceasefire within thirty-six hours. The Soviet representative, too, called for the Security Council to vote on this proposal immediately, and criticized the Arab states for having launched the initial offensive, demanding that they cease hostilities. Britain initially opposed the American proposal, but soon reversed its own position, agreeing to it as well, and withdrew the British officers then serving with the Arab Legion, halting the further supply of weapons to Egypt, Iraq, and Transjordan. On June 11, both the Arab and Israeli sides agreed to a four-week ceasefire. This ceasefire provided Israel with a crucial and much-needed respite, allowing it to make the fullest possible use of these four weeks to prepare for the resumption of hostilities that would follow.

Phase Two: Israel’s First Offensive through the Second Ceasefire (July 9 – October 14, 1948)

On July 9, 1948, having undergone thorough wartime mobilization, Israeli forces launched an offensive against Arab forces — an operation that came to be known as the “Ten Days’ Offensive,” concluding on July 18. Owing to persistent internal divisions among the Arab states, they lacked any unified military planning or command structure, and found themselves, from the very outset, in a fundamentally passive position. Israel, by contrast, had made thorough preparations of its own, and had, by this point, established a genuinely unified military leadership and command structure throughout the entirety of its own territory. Once fighting resumed, Israel’s main offensive thrust was directed along the central front. Israeli forces concentrated four brigades in an assault against Lod and Ramla, southeast of Tel Aviv. These two towns, held by the “Arab Legion,” served as important transportation hubs connecting the eastern, western, northern, and southern regions of Palestine, and posed a considerable threat to Israel. Just as Israeli forces launched their two-brigade assault against these two towns, Glubb Pasha, commander of the “Arab Legion,” citing the difficulty of resupplying his own forces and the need to shorten his defensive lines, abandoned both towns entirely, thereby allowing Israeli forces to successfully open a clear corridor to Jerusalem.

Along the northern front, Israeli forces launched an assault against Syrian forces, attempting to recapture the Jewish settlement of Mishmar HaYarden and to drive Syrian forces back across the eastern bank of the Jordan River, but were repelled by Syrian forces there. Israel accordingly redirected its offensive, shifting its main effort westward, toward the region of Nazareth and the Lebanese forces and Arab Liberation Army forces positioned in northern Galilee. From July 15 to 16, two Israeli battalions, employing a surprise night assault, captured Sde Nahum and Nazareth, and subsequently secured control over the entirety of the Galilee region.

Israel’s second offensive objective was Jerusalem. Israeli forces first attacked Malha and Ein Karem, before capturing the Old City suburb of Sheikh Jarrah, cutting off the road connecting the Arab population to the New City. After repeated fierce fighting back and forth, Israeli forces captured the Malha Valley on July 15, but their own attempted advance into the Old City of Jerusalem was repulsed near Zion Gate. On July 18, a UN-mediated ceasefire between the Arab states and Israel took effect.

Over the course of these ten days of fighting, Israel had seized roughly 1,000 square kilometers of Arab territory, significantly improving its own overall strategic position. During this second ceasefire period, Israel vigorously pursued its own immigration program, continually expanding both its armed forces and its supply of weapons and equipment; by early October, Israeli forces had grown to more than 90,000 men, equipped with more than 100 aircraft and sixteen naval vessels. The Arab states, by contrast, saw their own internal divisions deepen further still during this same second ceasefire period, and the overall military situation confronting them continued to deteriorate with each passing day, reaching a point from which there was, in effect, no real prospect of recovery.

Phase Three: Israel’s Second Offensive through the End of the War (October 15, 1948 – March 1949)

On October 15, Israeli forces, citing an Egyptian attack on an Israeli convoy as their pretext, launched a fresh offensive against Arab forces. The primary objectives of this offensive were the Galilee region and the Negev. Israeli forces succeeded in winning a series of engagements in this phase of the war.

1. Operation Yoav. From October 15 to 21, Israeli forces, exploiting weaknesses in the Egyptian defensive position, launched Operation Yoav. Before the operation began, Egyptian forces in the Negev had deployed with inadequate defensive depth, their positions confined to a few narrow defensive belts. Israel’s own operational doctrine for this offensive was as follows: “Adopt indirect approaches, disrupt the enemy’s own supply lines, seal off his routes of retreat, and strike at his command structure directly.”

On the afternoon of the 15th, the Israeli air force first struck the towns of Gaza, Majdal, Rafah, and El Arish, destroying Egyptian communication and command systems there, and simultaneously struck the airfield at El Arish, stripping Egyptian forces of air superiority entirely. Israeli forces then launched a night assault, seizing the road at Ashkelon along the western front. At the same time, Israeli forces achieved a breakthrough east of Al-Faluja along the eastern front, cutting off the lateral road connecting Majdal to Beit Jibrin. Israeli forces then launched an assault against Faluja, Iraq al-Manshiyya, and the fortress at Iraq Suwaydan, but were unable to achieve success there; they accordingly redirected their offensive instead toward another important strongpoint, Huleikat, capturing this position that same night, on the 19th, thereby clearing a route into the Negev. On the 21st, Israeli forces captured Beersheba, the capital of the Negev region. With this, Israel had secured control over the entirety of northern Negev, with the sole exceptions of Faluja and the Gaza Strip.

2. Operation Hiram. Northern Palestine’s Galilee region had long remained under the control of the “Arab Liberation Army,” commanded by Fawzi al-Qawuqji. In mid-October, exploiting the opportunity presented by Israel’s ongoing engagement with Egyptian forces, al-Qawuqji’s forces launched an assault against Israeli positions in the region between Sejera and Abdi, seizing control of the region around Hulah Lake. From October 28 to 30, Israeli forces launched Operation Hiram, intending to annihilate al-Qawuqji’s forces entirely and drive them completely out of Palestine. Israeli forces dispatched two separate columns, launching a coordinated pincer assault from the south and west respectively. On the 30th, Israeli forces secured control over Galilee, with a portion of Israeli forces advancing into Lebanon itself, pressing as far as both banks of the Litani River, and seizing fifteen villages within Lebanese territory. Israeli forces suffered virtually no losses whatsoever in the course of Operation Hiram.

3. Operation Horev. Although Operation Yoav had succeeded in driving back Egyptian forces in northern Negev, Egyptian forces continued to hold certain positions in the Negev desert and along the Sinai Peninsula. On November 19, Egyptian forces advanced from the Gaza region into the Negev desert, launching an assault against Israeli positions there, but were repelled. On December 22, Israeli forces committed five brigades to launch their single largest offensive of the entire war — Operation Horev, under the command of Colonel Yigael Allon. This operation began on December 22, and concluded on January 7 of the following year. Israeli forces first committed the Golani Brigade to conduct a pinning operation against the Gaza region, while the main strength of the Yiftach Brigade advanced from the direction of Beersheba toward Auja, intending to capture El Arish; the Israeli air force, meanwhile, bombed the airfields at Gaza and El Arish, thereby securing control of the air. The Golani Brigade pressed its advance along the broad coastal road, capturing the high ground eight kilometers south of Gaza on the 22nd. On the 23rd, the Yiftach Brigade launched a surprise attack against Auja along an old Roman road, and, following this success, immediately dispatched a mobile detachment along the coastal road, capturing Abu Ageila on the 28th before turning to press an assault against El Arish. On January 7, 1949, just as Israeli forces were preparing to deliver a decisive, final blow against Egyptian forces, Egypt requested a ceasefire, and Britain, too, demanded that Israel withdraw its forces from Egyptian territory. Israel agreed to Egypt’s request, and the fighting came to a halt. Through Operation Horev, Israel had succeeded in driving Egyptian forces entirely out of Palestine.

Having suffered such a decisive military defeat, Egypt signed an armistice agreement on February 24, 1949. Under the terms of this agreement, Egypt recognized Israeli control over the entirety of the Negev region, apart from the Gaza Strip; the strategically important town of Auja was designated a demilitarized zone, and neither side was permitted to establish military positions within twenty-two to twenty-seven kilometers of it. Armistice negotiations between Transjordan and Israel began on March 2, and a formal armistice agreement was signed on April 3. Along the central front, spanning eighty-eight kilometers, the “Arab Legion” of Transjordan withdrew an average of 3.2 kilometers, and Israel, in turn, recognized the union of Transjordan with the portion of Palestine west of the Jordan River. Under the terms of this agreement, Israel secured control over the strategically important road running from the Carmel mountain range to Ashdod and the Galilee valley, eliminating the military threat that had previously loomed over Tel Aviv and the coastal plain east of Haifa. Iraq refused to negotiate directly with Israel, but indicated that it would nevertheless abide by the terms of the Israeli-Jordanian armistice agreement. Following the Israeli-Jordanian armistice, Iraqi forces withdrew from Palestine entirely. Israel and Lebanon signed their own armistice agreement on March 23; under its terms, the original border between Palestine and Lebanon was designated as the line of demarcation, with both sides establishing demilitarized zones of their own on either side, and Israeli forces withdrawing from the Lebanese villages they had occupied. Armistice negotiations between Israel and Syria began on April 12, and a formal armistice agreement was signed on July 20. With this, the Palestine War came to its final end, in Arab defeat and Israeli victory.



III. Commentary

The First Arab-Israeli War broke out at the very moment of Israel’s own founding, as a coalition of Arab states sought to destroy the newborn state of Israel while it was still, as it were, in its very cradle. Although Arab forces held an overwhelming advantage at the outset, they ultimately suffered defeat; Israel, by contrast, though it began the war in a position of overwhelming disadvantage, ultimately secured victory. This war stands as a striking example of a smaller force defeating a larger one, and of a weaker side triumphing over a stronger adversary — one in which the balance of strength between the two sides shifted decisively over the course of the conflict, one side growing progressively weaker even as the other grew progressively stronger. The strategic guidance, the resolve and determination, the shifting balance of strength, and the contest to seize and hold the strategic initiative that both sides displayed throughout this war together offer valuable material well worth our own careful and thorough study and analysis.

(1) Israel’s National Restoration Accorded with the Deep-Rooted Aspirations of the Jewish People, and Its Entire Population Displayed a Resolute Determination to Fight

From the 13th through the 15th centuries, Europe witnessed wave after wave of anti-Jewish persecution — the so-called “pogroms” — and, in particular, the pogroms that occurred within Tsarist Russia in the late 19th century served as a crucial catalyst for the emergence of Zionism, transforming what had, until then, remained a comparatively vague and general aspiration for Jewish national restoration into a genuinely concrete political movement. In March 1881, following the assassination of Tsar Alexander II, the Tsarist regime, seeking to divert attention away from mounting class tensions within Russian society, deliberately stoked a wave of anti-Jewish violence, and countless Jewish people were massacred as a result. The Tsarist government even issued formal decrees expelling Jewish people from villages and towns throughout the empire. In this way, the Jewish people experienced their first great wave of migration toward Palestine, establishing a number of early Zionist settlements there, marking the initial rise of the broader Zionist movement. Herzl’s proposal for the establishment of a Jewish state accorded closely with the deep-seated national aspirations of the Jewish people, and won considerable support from Jewish communities throughout Europe and America. In 1897, under Herzl’s leadership, Zionists from Europe and America convened the first World Zionist Congress in Basel, Switzerland, resolving to establish a unified global Zionist organization, with Herzl himself elected as its first president. This congress opened an entirely new chapter in the history of the Zionist movement, marking the transformation of Zionism from a fragmented, regionally scattered movement into a genuinely worldwide, organized political movement. Although the Jewish people found themselves scattered and dispersed throughout the world, they nevertheless remained steadfast in their conviction that they were “God’s chosen people,” continuing to practice Judaism and to preserve their own distinctive way of life, resolutely refusing to assimilate into other peoples and cultures. During the Second World War, the Nazi regime’s own campaign of mass murder and persecution against the Jewish people only further galvanized and energized the Zionist movement, and Jewish people from around the world flocked to the Jerusalem region, eagerly hoping to establish a homeland of their own. By 1944, the Jewish population that had already returned to Palestine had reached 440,000.

In 1948, after enduring such tremendous hardship, the Jewish people had only just succeeded in establishing the State of Israel when the First Arab-Israeli War immediately broke out. At the time, Israel did not even possess a proper regular army — and yet the Jewish people’s own collective resolve and determination to fight proved extraordinarily firm and unwavering, and their enthusiasm for resisting the invading Arab coalition surged to unprecedented heights. In the first, most difficult phase of the war, Israel found itself relying solely on local militia forces, its equipment placed at an extreme and obvious disadvantage relative to the invading Arab coalition. Jewish people throughout Palestine — women and children included — actively took part in military training, taking up arms to defend the State of Israel; and Jewish communities scattered throughout the rest of the world, too, contributed through fundraising campaigns and financial donations, providing Israel with the material resources and equipment it so desperately needed to sustain the war effort. This combination of the Jewish people’s own deep-rooted national aspiration for statehood and their genuinely unified, popular will to fight together helped carry Israel through this most difficult and precarious period of the entire conflict.

(2) The Arab Coalition Forces Shared a Common Cause in Name Alone, and Proved Unable to Achieve Genuine Unity of Command or Coordinated Military Operations

In the first phase of the Middle East war, front-line Arab troops fought with genuine courage, and, exploiting their own numerical superiority and the initial element of surprise, the Arab coalition succeeded in dominating the overall course of the war at the outset. And yet the Arab coalition possessed neither a coherent, unified military strategy nor any genuinely unified command structure. At the same time, deeply complex and tangled internal contradictions existed among the various Arab states participating in the war; for some of these states, the true underlying purpose of their military intervention was, in fact, to annex Palestinian territory for their own benefit. Once the war had actually broken out, the forces of each Arab state fought largely on their own, each preoccupied chiefly with securing territorial gains for itself, and, whenever Israeli forces mounted a fierce counterattack, these Arab forces frequently chose to withdraw without a genuine fight, so as to preserve their own strength — a pattern of conduct that left the overall Arab military situation deteriorating steadily with each passing day.

Although King Abdullah of Transjordan nominally held the position of supreme commander of the Arab coalition’s armed forces, directing the combined strength of five Arab states in principle, in practice the forces of most participating states paid him little heed, each fighting its own separate battle according to its own separate agenda. At the critical moment when Israeli forces launched their own major offensive, Glubb Pasha, the British officer commanding Transjordan’s own “Arab Legion,” cited difficulty in resupplying his own forces and the need to shorten his own defensive lines as his justification — and, rather than organizing his own forces to mount effective resistance, instead ordered an outright withdrawal, provoking considerable dissatisfaction from Egypt, Syria, and the other Arab states. Before Operation Yoav, the leaders of the various Arab governments, sensing that Israel was preparing a fresh offensive, hastily convened an emergency conference to discuss a coordinated response — but this conference achieved absolutely nothing of substance. Transjordan, citing inadequate military preparedness, declined to commit its own forces to action, thereby giving Israel precisely the opportunity it needed to concentrate its own superior strength and defeat the Arab forces piece by piece.

The forces of the various Arab states remained “allied” in name only, never achieving genuine unity in practice, and, in some cases, even actively undermined one another’s own war efforts. Egypt, for instance, fearing that King Abdullah’s own ambitions in Palestine were growing excessive, went so far as to intercept British arms shipments intended for delivery to Transjordan — a move that left Transjordan’s own “Arab Legion” in a considerably weakened, passive position as a result. During the ceasefire period, King Abdullah made repeated efforts, through various channels, to secure the return of these intercepted munitions; under these circumstances, the king ultimately had no choice but to postpone the resumption of hostilities as a result.

(3) A Highly Efficient National Defense Mobilization System Allowed Israel to Fully Realize and Exploit Its Own Latent Capacity to Sustain the War Effort

At the outset of the war, Israel, lacking adequate preparation, suffered one setback after another under the sustained assault of the Arab coalition, facing the very real prospect of complete and total annihilation. At this critical juncture, Israel, through the timely intervention of the United States, the Soviet Union, and other great powers calling for a ceasefire at the United Nations, succeeded in securing a precious four-week respite. Making full and effective use of this favorable window of opportunity, Israel purchased vast quantities of weapons and equipment, and rapidly established a proper, regular national defense force. As a nation forged through the crucible of war, Israel’s own national and military leadership were, for the most part, seasoned veterans of numerous past conflicts, possessing extensive combat experience. David Ben-Gurion himself, though not a professional soldier by background, nevertheless possessed, as Israel’s very first prime minister, considerable political foresight and a genuine talent for directing military affairs. Ben-Gurion ordered the government to promulgate regulations governing military training and conscription, ensuring that the armed forces could mobilize the greatest possible number of personnel during wartime — laying the foundation for Israel’s own distinctive system of military reserves and wartime mobilization. He exercised near-dictatorial authority to bring together the various disparate armed factions and militia groups into a single, unified regular army loyal to the state itself — a measure that not only eliminated the lingering danger of internal fragmentation and division, but also established the enduring tradition, which continues to this day, of a military that refrains from involvement in politics and remains firmly subordinate to civilian government authority. At the same time, Israeli forces underwent concentrated training, and dedicated courses were established for training personnel in the use of new weapons systems. Israel implemented a whole series of national defense mobilization measures aimed at fully unlocking the nation’s latent capacity to sustain the war effort. The first priority was expanding available manpower. After three weeks of fighting, Israeli forces had suffered such heavy casualties that, by June, total troop strength had fallen to a mere 40,000, of whom only 23,000 were genuinely combat-capable personnel. Israeli authorities accordingly issued the following orders: first, conscripting young men and women aged seventeen for two months of military training; second, calling up men and women aged thirty-six to thirty-eight for active military service, and mobilizing men under the age of forty-two to construct fortifications, with men under the age of thirty-five required to perform military service even if they had two or more dependents; and third, encouraging large numbers of Jewish immigrants to relocate to Israel. The second priority was the procurement of weapons. Israel imported bombers from the United States and Britain, transported tanks and heavy-caliber artillery from France, and acquired vast quantities of light weapons, field artillery, bombs, and explosives from Czechoslovakia. Israel also purchased small naval vessels and patrol boats from abroad. In this way, Israel’s army, navy, and air force all began to take on a genuine, coherent shape. The third priority was military reorganization. The national defense forces were organized into four military districts, each with a clearly defined operational area of responsibility. Through this thorough and meticulous preparation, Israeli forces grew from an initial strength of just over 30,000 at the outbreak of the war to between 60,000 and 100,000 men. Arab forces, by contrast, undertook only limited redeployment within their existing garrison areas during the ceasefire period; Egyptian field forces grew to 18,000, and Iraqi forces grew to 15,000, while Syrian and Lebanese forces, too, saw some modest growth through further recruitment — and yet total Arab regular forces never exceeded 45,000 men. Israel’s own highly efficient wartime mobilization mechanism fundamentally transformed the overall balance of strength between the two sides, laying the solid foundation on which the eventual turnaround in the war’s fortunes would be built.

(4) Proactive, Flexible Strategy and Tactics Allowed Israel to Secure the Initiative in Military Operations

Throughout the Middle East war, Israel fought along interior lines, while the Arab coalition fought along exterior lines — an operational configuration considerably favorable to the Arab coalition in principle. And yet Israeli forces adopted a proactive, flexible approach to strategy and tactics, concentrating superior strength along a given axis of operation at any particular moment, thereby creating, in effect, an exterior-line advantage even while operating along interior lines, and an advantage of local superiority even while at an overall numerical disadvantage — gradually seizing and securing the strategic initiative in the war as a whole. Israeli forces placed tremendous emphasis on achieving genuine operational surprise. In Operation Horev, for instance, the main strength of the Yiftach Brigade advanced from Beersheba toward El Arish along an old, long-abandoned Roman road, which Israeli forces secretly repaired to allow the passage of light armored vehicles. Egyptian forces, mistakenly believing that Israeli forces would advance along the coastal highway instead, left their own defenses along the Auja axis comparatively weak — allowing the main strength of the Yiftach Brigade to achieve a successful surprise attack by way of this old road. Once Israel had completed its own preparations for a renewed offensive during the armistice period, it employed a further deception, launching a second offensive. Making use of the transport corridor the UN had designated for the rotation of Israeli and Egyptian forces, Israel dispatched a convoy disguised as a supply mission delivering military materiel to Jewish settlements in the Negev, deliberately provoking Egyptian forces into attacking this convoy in full view of UN observers — thereby giving Israel the pretext it needed to accuse Egypt of violating the ceasefire agreement and to launch a second offensive against Egyptian forces as a direct result. When Israel found itself at a position of disadvantage, it actively pursued a ceasefire, using the resulting pause to rest and reorganize its own forces; and when Israel found itself in a position of advantage, it actively sought out a pretext to resume the offensive, striking at Arab forces accordingly. By firmly and consistently holding the strategic initiative throughout the war, Israel’s eventual military victory followed, quite naturally, as a matter of course.







Chapter 22: The Fourth Arab-Israeli War (October 6–24, 1973)

The Fourth Arab-Israeli War began on October 6, 1973, when Egypt, Syria, and other Arab states, taking advantage of the favorable circumstances afforded by the coincidence of the Islamic holy month of Ramadan and the Jewish Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur), launched a sudden, surprise assault against the Sinai Peninsula and the Golan Heights — territories Israel had occupied during the Third Arab-Israeli War — thereby igniting a large-scale, modern local war. Because the war broke out during the Islamic month of Ramadan and coincided with the Jewish Day of Atonement, it is also known as the October War, the Ramadan War, or the Yom Kippur War. The war began on October 6, 1973, and ended on October 24, lasting eighteen days in all. This war stands as a classic example of mechanized warfare in the aftermath of the Second World War, displaying pronounced high-technology characteristics and offering early glimpses of the coming trend toward informatized, network-centric warfare — occupying an important place in the history of world warfare, and standing as an important battle case for the continued study of military scholars around the world.


I. Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

The roots of the Middle East conflict run deep. Following the founding of the State of Israel, the Arab and Israeli sides remained locked in continuous conflict over territorial sovereignty, national identity, and religious differences, giving rise to three successive Arab-Israeli wars. In the Third Arab-Israeli War of 1967, Israel seized vast tracts of territory from Egypt, Syria, and Jordan; 1,000,000 Palestinian Arabs were driven from their homes and left destitute, further intensifying the conflict between the Arab states and Israel. In 1968, Egypt launched what became known as the two-year “War of Attrition” against Israel. This war left Egypt keenly aware that, without offensive weaponry of its own, it possessed no genuine capacity to continue the fight. Egypt accordingly resolved to purchase substantial quantities of weapons and equipment, so as to gradually build up its own national strength and prepare for the eventual recovery of its lost territory. Syria, too, adopted similar measures, seeking to strengthen its own national power. Within the region itself, the underlying conflict between the Arab states and Israel showed no sign whatsoever of easing.

Following the Third Arab-Israeli War, the Soviet Union reoriented its own policy toward the Middle East, seeking, through substantial military and economic assistance, to restore the confidence of the Arab states in the Soviet Union and to displace Western influence within the Arab world. According to incomplete statistics, over the following several years, the Soviet Union provided Egypt and Syria with a combined total of $5.4 billion in military assistance. And yet the Soviet Union simultaneously demanded that the Arab states recognize Israel’s own legitimate sovereign status, insisting that any confrontation between the Arab states and Israel be resolved through political means. In 1968, in light of the Soviet Union’s continually expanding influence in the Middle East, the United States, too, renewed its own focus on the region, explicitly declaring that it needed to provide Israel with a wide range of assistance, including access to advanced military technology, so as to safeguard American petroleum interests and to block further Soviet inroads into the region. Over the following several years, American military assistance to Israel reached a combined total of roughly $1.3 billion. During this same period, the United States and the Soviet Union together intensified their respective efforts to penetrate and expand their influence throughout the Middle East, alternately competing and colluding with one another, working diligently to maintain the prevailing “no war, no peace” stalemate between the Arab states and Israel, so as to secure the greatest possible strategic advantage for themselves. The Arab states and their peoples grew increasingly dissatisfied with this state of affairs, and calls for avenging past humiliations and recovering lost territory grew louder with each passing day. The Fourth Arab-Israeli War stands, in many respects, as a direct reflection of the intensifying contest between the United States, the Soviet Union, and other great powers for influence over the Middle East region.

In light of the enormous losses in manpower and matériel the earlier “War of Attrition” had inflicted, Israel resolved to abandon its own earlier posture of passive, reactive response, adopting instead a strategy of active deterrence against the Arab states. Beginning in 1971, Israel concentrated its own efforts on domestic economic development, so as to maintain its position of absolute military superiority; militarily, Israel built its own strategy of deterrence around three principal pillars: air power, armored forces, and rapid mobilization capability. Israel’s rapid mobilization capability, for instance, was designed to ensure that, within forty-eight to seventy-two hours, Israel could expand its total troop strength from 120,000 to 375,000 men, capable of mounting an effective counterattack in response to any threat. That same year, Israel spent some $500 million constructing a 123-kilometer defensive line along the Suez Canal, named after Israel’s own chief of staff at the time, Chaim Bar-Lev — a fortification known to history as the “Bar-Lev Line.” This defensive system used the Suez Canal itself as a natural barrier, relying on earthen embankments raised to a height of roughly twenty meters, along which, and to their east, Israel constructed roughly sixty fortified strongpoints, each functioning as a small fortress cluster capable of accommodating half a company’s worth of troops along with a platoon of tanks, surrounded by barbed-wire entanglements and minefields, and equipped with observation towers to monitor Egyptian military activity along the western bank of the canal. Within a depth of several kilometers behind this forward defensive line, Israel also constructed roughly twenty further support positions, providing logistical supply, company- and battalion-level command posts, and artillery emplacements.

The prevailing “no war, no peace” stalemate the United States and the Soviet Union sought to maintain in the Middle East, combined with Israel’s own strategy of deterrence, inflicted severe consequences on the Arab states. Egyptian President Anwar Sadat was fond of repeating a particular remark on every relevant occasion: the Arab nations faced an unprecedented national challenge, a decisive test of their own national will — either they would rise up, or they would fall; either they would succeed, or they would fail. For Egypt specifically, its economy suffered severely: domestic industrial and agricultural production proved difficult to sustain normally, electricity and raw material supplies fell into serious disarray, and many factories found themselves either partially or entirely idle. Following the Third Arab-Israeli War (the so-called “6·5 War”), the closure of the Suez Canal dealt a severe blow to Egypt’s own tourism industry as well. Over the six years from 1968 to 1973, Egypt’s combined direct and indirect economic losses exceeded $10 billion in total. Politically, in late January 1972, a wave of large-scale student protests broke out in Cairo, Egypt’s capital; more than 10,000 students from Cairo University and other prominent institutions of higher learning held rallies and demonstrations, demanding forcefully that the government take resolute action against Israel. That same October, a captain commanding Cairo’s own garrison forces led seven armored vehicles into the city, driving to the Hussein Mosque at the very heart of the city. Standing atop his own armored vehicle, he delivered a public address, calling upon the people to take up arms and wage “holy war” against Israel. Militarily, Egypt had, for a prolonged period, maintained a state of full national mobilization and emergency readiness, with large numbers of troops stationed indefinitely along the Suez Canal, training and conducting exercises in the desert month after month, year after year. Many soldiers and junior officers had, by this point, already served for more than five years continuously, a considerable number of them university graduates and technically trained personnel drawn from Egypt’s own various institutions of higher education, whose specialized professional knowledge had, by now, grown obsolete through disuse, and who had, in the process, lost any real opportunity to pursue more suitable careers elsewhere — leaving them filled with mounting frustration and resentment. Calls from junior officers and enlisted men for the resumption of open warfare grew increasingly insistent. Egyptian President Sadat himself came to believe that the only genuine way out of the country’s present predicament lay through war. Syrian President Hafez al-Assad, too, came to believe that only decisive military action could ever succeed in recovering the Golan Heights. For these reasons, the leadership of both Egypt and Syria began preparing to break the prevailing “no war, no peace” stalemate through military means, engaging in extensive political and diplomatic activity, working to strengthen unity among the Arab states, and seeking the sympathy and support of peace-loving peoples and international public opinion around the world. The African Summit of May 1973, and the Fourth Non-Aligned Summit held that September, both adopted resolutions condemning Israel, and a growing number of states successively severed diplomatic relations with Israel as a result. At the same time, the capitalist world found itself gripped by an energy crisis, and dependence on Arab oil grew ever more pronounced. In April 1973, the Soviet Union, acceding to Egypt’s own request, delivered “Scud” surface-to-surface missiles to Egypt — an offensive weapon system that, once in Egyptian hands, would give Egypt the strategic capability it needed to resolve to go to war. Together, these favorable conditions strongly reinforced the resolve of the Egyptian and Syrian leadership to launch a swift, forceful, and decisive military offensive against Israel.

Egypt’s and Syria’s Strategic Plan: Egypt and Syria planned a sudden, surprise offensive, achieving limited but decisive military gains in the war’s opening phase, so as to recapture part of their own lost territory, thereby drawing international attention to the conflict and compelling Israel to accept negotiations, working toward a peaceful resolution of the broader Middle East question. To this end, Egypt and Syria adopted an operational doctrine built around “concentrating superior force, achieving surprise attack, coordinating operations across two fronts, and seizing the initiative to preempt the enemy.” As Ahmad Ismail Ali, Egypt’s own Minister of Defense, put it, the plan called for “coordinated action along two strategic axes simultaneously,” launching a general offensive in the canal region, so as to “force the enemy air force to disperse its own strength in response, leaving it stretched thin everywhere at once.” To this end, Egypt formulated an operational plan codenamed “Operation Badr,” directed at launching a holy war against Israel. The specific objectives of this plan were as follows: to force a crossing of the Suez Canal; to drive back Israeli defenders along the eastern bank of the canal, and to occupy a strip of territory ten to fifteen kilometers deep; to secure the initial beachhead positions and then decisively repel any Israeli counterattack, inflicting the maximum possible casualties on Israeli forces; and to establish a formidable defensive barrier along the eastern bank of the canal, thereby trapping Israel in a grinding, “meat-grinder”-style engagement, ultimately compelling Israel to accept negotiations. This particular strategic plan carried an unmistakably political character — its ultimate purpose being to break the stalemate that had, until now, prevented the implementation of UN Security Council Resolution 242, and to reopen the Suez Canal.

Israel’s Strategic Plan: In the face of the sudden Egyptian-Syrian offensive, Israel planned first to stabilize its own defensive position and buy time, before then launching a series of counteroffensives at multiple points along the front, restoring the original prewar status quo. Israel’s operational doctrine called for concentrating its combat strength along the most critical axis of the conflict, striking first in the north and then in the west, concentrating its forces to defeat the enemy piece by piece, and striving to transform its own initially passive position into an active, proactive one.

Egyptian Force Deployment: Egypt concentrated two field armies, roughly 120,000 men in total, along the western bank of the Suez Canal. The Second Army, on the left flank, comprised four divisions plus one brigade. Two of its divisions were positioned to force a crossing of the Suez Canal between Ismailia and Firdan, breaking through Israeli defenses on the opposite bank before delivering the main thrust of the assault toward the Baluza-Tamada mountain pass; one division was positioned to force a crossing south of Qantara, capturing Qantara before advancing toward Romani; and one division served as a reserve. The Third Army, on the right flank, comprised three divisions. One division was positioned to force a crossing between the northern end of the Suez Canal and the Bitter Lakes, capturing Shatt before delivering the main thrust of the assault toward the Mitla Pass; one division was positioned to force a crossing between the Great Bitter Lake and Deversoir, delivering the main thrust of the assault toward the Giddi Pass; and one further division served as a reserve. The junction point between these two field armies lay at Deversoir. Egypt’s own strategic reserve was the First Army, comprising five divisions, garrisoned near Cairo.

Syrian Force Deployment: Syria concentrated five reinforced brigades and two artillery divisions, roughly 100,000 men in total, east of the Golan Heights. Its first echelon comprised three divisions, positioned along the eastern edge of the Golan Heights, prepared to launch a coordinated three-pronged offensive. The central column, the Ninth Infantry Division, served as the main assault force, tasked with capturing Kuneitra before delivering the main thrust of the assault toward the Benot Yaakov bridge. The northern column, the Seventh Infantry Division, was tasked with capturing Masada and Mount Hermon (Hill 1531) before advancing toward Banias. The southern column, the Fifth Infantry Division, was tasked with capturing Al-Rafid before advancing toward Fig. Syria’s second echelon comprised two armored divisions, positioned to follow the central and northern columns.

Israeli Force Deployment: Along the western front, Israel deployed a single infantry brigade and three armored brigades on the Sinai Peninsula, roughly 300 tanks and forty-eight field artillery pieces in total. Along the northern front, Israel deployed a single infantry brigade and two armored brigades on the Golan Heights, roughly 200 tanks and forty-four field artillery pieces in total. The forces Israel deployed along its forward defensive positions were, in both cases, comparatively modest. On the Golan Heights front, Israel initially relied on four brigades to hold its defensive fortifications (Israel had, along the 1967 ceasefire line, constructed an anti-tank trench some six meters wide and three meters deep, further protected by minefields), with particular emphasis placed on controlling the several key roads leading up onto the heights, and on holding Kuneitra. By the 9th, Israeli strength there had grown to eleven brigades, and subsequently to twenty-two brigades, with the remaining forces held in reserve. On the Sinai front, Israel deployed ten brigades along the eastern bank of the Suez Canal. Three forward brigades held the “Bar-Lev Line” itself; a second defensive line, comprising five brigades, held the Mitla, Giddi, and Baluza mountain passes; and a third defensive line, comprising two brigades, held Al-Arish and Bir Lahfan respectively (both positioned on the eastern side of the Sinai Peninsula).

Comparative Force Strength of the Two Sides: On the eve of the war, Egypt’s total military strength numbered 315,000 men, equipped with roughly 2,200 tanks, more than 1,500 artillery pieces and mortars of 100 millimeters or larger caliber, more than 500 anti-tank guided missile units, and 1,300 anti-tank guns, together with a further 500,000 to 800,000 trained reservists. Egypt’s air force possessed roughly 600 combat aircraft, together with 880 surface-to-air missile launchers of various types (including SA-2, SA-3, and SA-6 systems) and roughly 2,000 SA-7 shoulder-fired missiles; Egypt’s navy possessed 109 naval vessels of various types. Syria’s total military strength numbered 140,000 men, its tank strength expanded to roughly 1,800, together with roughly 1,000 artillery pieces and mortars of 100 millimeters or larger caliber, 900 anti-tank guns, and a further 500,000 trained reservists; Syria’s air force possessed more than 270 combat aircraft of various types, together with 360 surface-to-air missile launchers of various types (including SA-2, SA-3, and SA-6 systems) and 1,000 SA-7 shoulder-fired missiles; Syria’s navy possessed twenty-four naval vessels of various types. Syria’s own operational plan called for deploying three infantry divisions, two armored divisions, and several independent brigades along the eastern approaches to the Golan Heights. The other Arab states together committed a combined total of roughly 50,000 troops and 500 tanks: Iraq committed two armored divisions; Jordan committed two armored brigades; Morocco committed one infantry brigade; and Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, Sudan, and other states, too, dispatched smaller contingents of troops, aircraft, and medical personnel.

In peacetime, Israel maintained a standing army of only 115,000 men, with a further 200,000 or so trained reservists. Israel’s forces were equipped with roughly 2,000 tanks, 360 combat aircraft, seventy-five “Hawk” surface-to-air missile launchers, and roughly thirty naval vessels of various types.



II. The Course of the Campaign

The overall course of the Fourth Arab-Israeli War may be broadly divided into three distinct operational phases.

Phase One (October 6–9): Egyptian and Syrian Forces Launch a Coordinated Offensive from the West and North, While Israel Scrambles to Respond

Along the western front, at two o’clock in the afternoon on October 6, Egypt launched more than 200 combat aircraft, flying at extremely low altitude across the Sinai Peninsula, conducting a sudden, surprise aerial assault against Israeli command posts, troop concentration areas, airfields, communication hubs, and other key military targets across the peninsula. At the same time, Egyptian forces concentrated 2,000 artillery pieces in a fierce, concentrated preparatory bombardment against Israel’s own forward defensive positions. The Egyptian navy, too, deployed vessels to seize control of the Strait of Tiran and the Bab-el-Mandeb Strait. Fifteen minutes later, the vanguard forces of Egypt’s five infantry divisions on the ground — 8,000 men in total — under the protective cover and support of Egypt’s own air force and air-defense forces, began crossing the canal in amphibious armored vehicles and rubber assault boats. Once ashore, Egyptian forces immediately began clearing paths up the embankment slopes, scaling the earthen fortifications along the canal, and destroying numerous Israeli forward firing positions along the way. Egyptian combat engineers, meanwhile, used water pumps and fire-hose equipment to effectively wash away sections of the sand embankment; within a mere nine hours, they had opened sixty separate breaches in the embankment, and had erected ten pontoon bridges and fifty pontoon ferries — thereby ensuring that the main body of Egyptian forces could cross the canal swiftly, breaking through, in a single decisive stroke, what Israel had once proudly proclaimed to be its impregnable “iron wall” — the Bar-Lev Line — and advancing three to four kilometers into the eastern bank of the canal. Within a mere twenty-four hours, the first-echelon forces of the Egyptian Second and Third Armies had completed their crossing of the entire canal, capturing the towns of Kantara and Shatt. Within two days, they had annihilated the great majority of three Israeli armored brigades. On October 8, Israeli forces organized three separate counterattacks using three armored brigades, all of which were repelled by Egyptian forces. The isolated, overextended 190th Armored Brigade was annihilated entirely, and Israel’s other two armored brigades, too, suffered devastating losses. By the 9th, Egyptian forces on the eastern bank of the canal had grown to six divisions, controlling a stretch of territory more than 100 kilometers long along the eastern bank, with a defensive depth of roughly ten kilometers, and had destroyed roughly 300 Israeli tanks — leaving Israel in a thoroughly passive and precarious position.

Along the northern front, at two o’clock in the afternoon on October 6, the first echelon of Syrian forces — three infantry divisions — launched a sudden, surprise assault against Israeli positions on the Golan Heights along three separate axes, under the protective cover and support of Syria’s own air force and air-defense forces, quickly breaking through Israel’s forward defensive line. The Israeli observation post atop Mount Hermon — a position Israel itself had once described as “the eyes of the nation” — was captured by Syrian airborne forces, and the Israeli strategic strongpoint at Kuneitra found itself surrounded and encircled by Syrian forces as well. The following day, Syria committed two further armored divisions, whose vanguard forces advanced to positions east of the Bnot Yaakov and Arik bridges over the Jordan River, drawing to within just a few kilometers of Israeli home territory itself. Israel’s own forward command post on the Golan front, at Nafah, likewise came under Syrian attack. By October 9, Syrian forces had broken through the “June 5th” ceasefire line along the entire front: to the north, Syrian forces captured Mount Hermon and Masada; in the center, Syrian forces captured Kuneitra and continued pressing their advance toward the Syrian-Israeli border; and to the south, Syrian forces captured Al-Rafid and recovered Fig, annihilating the greater part of a single Israeli infantry brigade and two armored brigades.

Confronted with this fierce Syrian offensive, Israel found itself forced into a hasty, scrambling response, rapidly mobilizing its own reservists and expanding its own combat strength, redeploying forces from throughout its own strategic depth and reorganizing its overall dispositions, so as to reinforce its own forces along the northern front and prepare to organize a counterattack and eventual counteroffensive. By the 9th, Israeli forces on the northern front had grown to twenty-two brigades, roughly 100,000 men in total.

Phase Two (October 10–15): Egyptian Forces Reorganize Along the Western Front and Renew Their Offensive, While Israel Organizes a Counteroffensive Along the Northern Front

Along the northern front, on October 10, in accordance with its own original operational plan, Egypt halted its own large-scale military offensive along the western front, transitioning instead to consolidating the positions it had already gained — creating a lull in the fighting there. Israel seized upon this favorable opportunity, swiftly redeploying part of its own air power from the western front to reinforce its ground forces along the northern front instead, launching a powerful assault against Syrian tank formations and air-defense missile positions there. At the same time, Israel’s own air power conducted large-scale air raids against Syrian rear-area cities and military targets, forcing Syria to withdraw part of its own air-defense missile forces to defend its own capital, Damascus, and other major cities. By October 12, Israeli forces had advanced twenty to thirty kilometers beyond the “June 5th” ceasefire line, capturing Beit Jann, Sasa, and the strategically important Syrian town of Nasej, directly threatening the Syrian capital of Damascus. On the 13th, Syrian forces, with the support of Iraqi, Jordanian, and Moroccan reinforcements, succeeded in checking the further advance of Israeli ground forces there, though they themselves suffered severe setbacks and losses in the process. Israel had, by this point, secured and firmly held the strategic initiative along the northern front. Beginning on the 14th, Israel began redirecting its own forces toward the western front, expanding its own strength there to twenty-three brigades.

Along the western front, having transitioned to consolidating its own positions on October 10, Egypt resumed its offensive on the 13th, advancing a further seven to eight kilometers and capturing new jumping-off positions for its continued offensive. On the 14th, Egypt committed three to four divisions, together with 1,000 tanks, launching an assault against the three mountain passes of Hatmia, Giddi, and Mitla. Israel, in response to this Egyptian offensive, committed 800 tanks of its own to a counterattack, employing fighter aircraft and helicopters as well, in support of its ground forces — an engagement that unfolded into the largest tank battle fought since the end of the Second World War. This particular engagement continued for more than five hours; Israel lost fifty tanks, while Egypt, having lost the protective cover of its own air force stationed on the western bank of the canal, lost more than 200 tanks, and was forced to withdraw back to its own original jumping-off positions.

On October 15, Israeli forces along the western front began pressing their advantage, launching a counteroffensive; that very night, a single Israeli division launched a deep-penetration thrust into the western bank of the Suez Canal, achieving considerable success.

Phase Three (October 16–24): Israel Goes Over to the Counteroffensive Along the Western Front, While the Two Sides Remain Locked in a Standoff along the Northern Front

Along the western front, on October 16, Israel committed three brigade groups to the Sinai front, launching an assault against Egyptian forces there. The two sides fought fierce artillery duels and tank engagements. At the same time, Israel dispatched a special task force to conduct what came to be known as a “crossing-in-reverse” operation — exploiting a gap at the junction between the Egyptian Second and Third Armies, north of the Great Bitter Lake near Deversoir, this Israeli force crossed to the western bank of the canal, establishing a bridgehead there and destroying several Egyptian air-defense missile positions. At the same time, Israel organized five brigades, which, under cover and with the support of Israel’s own air force, continued crossing to the western bank of the canal in an unbroken stream. Egyptian forces initially misjudged the significance of this Israeli incursion into the western bank, believing it to be nothing more than a minor harassing action by a small Israeli detachment, and accordingly failed to give it the serious attention it deserved. It was only once Israeli forces had destroyed a substantial number of Egyptian air-defense missile positions, allowing Israel’s own air force to freely conduct repeated bombing raids along the western bank of the canal, and once Israeli ground forces began launching offensive operations toward the south along the western bank, that Egyptian forces finally recognized the true gravity of the situation — by which point they had already been placed at a serious disadvantage. On October 22, Egypt and Israel announced a ceasefire, but Israeli forces continued to press their advantage even afterward, and, by the 23rd, had advanced to the region south of Suez City, capturing the port of Adabiya, thereby cutting off the road connecting Cairo to Suez City and threatening to complete the encirclement of the Egyptian Third Army and Suez City itself. On the 24th, Egypt and Israel formally agreed to a ceasefire.

Along the northern front, once Syrian and Israeli forces had settled into a standoff at the end of the second phase of the war, Israel, on October 22, committed a single paratroop brigade to capture Syria’s last remaining position on the Golan Heights — Mount Hermon (Old Head Mountain). During this final phase of the war, although Syrian forces launched repeated counterattacks, recovering some of their lost territory, these efforts ultimately proved insufficient to alter the overall situation, and the two sides remained locked in a military standoff. On the 24th, Syria and Israel, too, formally announced a ceasefire.

The Arab and Israeli sides fought four separate naval engagements over the course of the war, all involving missile boats engaging one another with guided missiles. The first naval engagement (the night of October 6 to the early morning of October 7) took place in the waters near the Syrian port of Latakia. Syria committed three “Komar”-class missile boats, one “T-43” minesweeper, and one “K-123” torpedo boat; Israel committed one “Reshef”-class and four “Saar”-class missile boats. In the course of this engagement, Syrian naval forces fired two missiles, without success; Israeli naval forces, combining missile and gun fire, sank all five Syrian vessels entirely. The second naval engagement (the night of October 7 to the early morning of October 8) took place in the waters off Port Said, Egypt. Egyptian naval forces committed four “Komar”-class missile boats; Israel committed six “Saar”-class missile boats. In the course of this engagement, Egyptian forces launched the first attack, firing a combined total of twelve missiles, none of which found their mark, since Israeli vessels employed electronic countermeasures; Israeli missiles, meanwhile, sank three Egyptian missile boats and damaged a fourth. The third naval engagement (the night of October 8 to the early morning of October 9) took place in the waters off the Egyptian port of Damietta. Egyptian naval forces committed four “Komar”-class missile boats; Israel committed six “Saar”-class missile boats. In the course of this engagement, Egyptian forces fired twelve missiles, none of which found their mark; Israeli forces, combining missile and gun fire, sank all three Egyptian missile boats. The fourth naval engagement (the night of October 10 to the early morning of October 11) took place in the waters off both the Syrian port of Latakia and the port of Tartus. On the night of the 10th, Syrian missile boats concealed within the port of Latakia and three Israeli missile boats positioned outside the port exchanged missile fire with one another; three Syrian missile boats and three foreign merchant vessels were struck by Israeli missiles, while Israeli vessels suffered no damage whatsoever. In the early morning of the 11th, near the port of Tartus, Syrian and Israeli naval forces engaged one another once again at sea; Syrian forces were, once again, unable to sink or damage a single Israeli vessel, while Israel, using 12.7-millimeter anti-aircraft machine-gun fire, shot down two Syrian missiles, and further launched its own missiles to sink two additional Syrian missile boats. Throughout the entire course of these naval engagements, Egyptian and Syrian naval forces remained, from beginning to end, in a fundamentally passive position, while Israel held the initiative throughout, securing victory in every single engagement.

At the war’s conclusion, the Arab states had suffered a combined total of roughly 20,000 killed, with roughly 2,000 tanks destroyed or damaged and roughly 400 aircraft lost; Israeli forces had suffered more than 5,000 killed, with more than 1,000 tanks lost and 200 aircraft lost. The two sides together expended more than $5 billion over the course of the war. Through this war, Egypt recovered a strip of territory along the eastern bank of the canal, ten to fifteen kilometers deep and 192 kilometers long from north to south, covering more than 3,000 square kilometers in total; Israel, in turn, newly occupied more than 1,900 square kilometers of Egyptian territory on the western bank of the canal, and a further 440 square kilometers of Syrian territory east of the Golan Heights. Through their own careful and thorough preparation, Egypt and Syria succeeded in launching a genuinely effective strategic surprise attack against Israel, shattering the myth of Israeli military invincibility and considerably boosting the morale and popular confidence of the Arab world. Although the war did not, in the end, achieve its full strategic objective — creating the necessary conditions for the subsequent recovery of all lost territory through political negotiation — Israel, for its own part, came to recognize that genuine national security could only ever be built upon a foundation of reconciliation with its own neighboring states.



III. Commentary

The Fourth Arab-Israeli War stands as a comparatively large-scale, modern local war fought in the Middle East region. Although this particular war lasted only a comparatively short period of time, it exerted a profound and lasting influence on the subsequent history of world warfare, displaying pronounced characteristics of the broader transition from mechanized to information-age warfare, and holds considerable research value in terms of the evolving forms and character of modern warfare — making it an important battle case studied closely by military experts and scholars around the world.

(1) Genuine Strategic Surprise Remains Achievable Even under High-Technology Conditions

The rapid advancement of modern science and technology has provided a great many additional modern technical means for strategic early warning, intelligence gathering, and reconnaissance alike. Reconnaissance satellites and high-altitude reconnaissance aircraft can both promptly detect and monitor troop movements and shifting military deployments on the ground. And yet warfare, by its very nature, remains inherently uncertain and probabilistic; over the course of any given military operation, it remains entirely possible to employ rigorous strategic, campaign-level, and tactical camouflage, to conceal one’s true intentions while presenting a false picture of one’s plans, and to make use of political, diplomatic, and military means alike to create deliberately misleading impressions, thereby confusing an adversary and achieving genuine surprise in the launching of a war. Although Israel, as a small nation with limited manpower, found itself relatively isolated internationally, its own military forces possessed considerable combat strength, a sound and well-developed mobilization system, and, having painstakingly built up, at enormous financial cost over many years, a formidable defensive system across both the Sinai Peninsula and the Golan Heights, built around the concept of a “defensive strategic posture.” Under these circumstances, it was, by no means, an easy task for Egypt and Syria to secure victory in any war against Israel — particularly one requiring a swift, decisive breakthrough of the Israeli defensive line in the war’s opening phase. As Syrian Defense Minister Mustafa Tlass himself observed: “To defeat Israel, we would need to strike as unexpectedly as the Japanese struck Pearl Harbor.” To achieve genuine strategic surprise, Egypt and Syria adopted a whole series of measures. First, through deliberate concealment and camouflage, they conducted a genuinely sophisticated campaign of strategic deception. In order to confuse and desensitize Israel, over the nine months preceding the war, Egyptian forces repeatedly mobilized and then demobilized their own reserve personnel, and repeatedly shifted troops forward and then back again (advancing one brigade, then withdrawing one battalion), while loudly publicizing these movements — thereby masking the genuine, ongoing process of gradually concentrating Egyptian forces toward the canal region. Before the war began, Egypt conducted a military exercise codenamed “Liberation-23,” specifically designed to deceive Israel, secretly concealing assault forces and bridging equipment within tunnels dug into the riverbank; and, remarkably, just eight days before the war actually began, Egyptian forces even conducted a live rehearsal of a canal-crossing operation, directly opposite Israeli positions in the Balah region (near Kantara). On the very day the war broke out, the Egyptian government organized visiting foreign ambassadors stationed in Cairo to travel away from the capital on sightseeing excursions, and publicly announced that a number of senior Egyptian military officers were traveling to Saudi Arabia to perform the Hajj pilgrimage to Mecca. Along the forward defensive position on the western bank of the canal, Egyptian soldiers were deliberately arrayed in a sparse, scattered formation, casually chewing sugarcane and swimming in the canal, so as to project an image of calm, ordinary routine. It has since been revealed that Egypt and Syria together implemented some 200 separate deception and camouflage measures, all but a handful of which were carried out precisely according to plan. Israeli military officers themselves were later forced to acknowledge that Egyptian leadership possessed a genuine capacity for effective strategic deception. Second, Egypt and Syria placed great emphasis on maintaining strict secrecy throughout their preparations. To effectively control the dissemination of operational documents, Egyptian and Syrian supreme command specified that no operational documents or plans were to be printed, and, still less, transmitted by radio — everything was to be copied out entirely by hand instead. Right up until October 1, only a small handful of individuals on each side — the head of state, the defense minister, and a few others — knew the precise date on which the war would actually begin; operational orders were not transmitted down to divisional commanders until eight o’clock on the morning the war itself began, were not transmitted down to company commanders until noon that same day, and combat itself did not commence until two o’clock that afternoon. Third, Egypt and Syria gave meticulous consideration to the precise timing of the war’s opening. October 6 fell on a Saturday; the water levels and flow speed of the canal on this particular day were most conducive to a successful crossing; and the moon that night would provide sufficient illumination to light the way forward for advancing troops. This particular day also happened to be the Jewish Day of Atonement, on which the entirety of Israel’s own radio and television broadcasting came to a complete halt, considerably hampering Israel’s own ability to conduct rapid mobilization; moreover, the great majority of Israel’s own Jewish population traditionally abstains from eating on this particular day, leaving them correspondingly weaker and less alert as a result. Beyond this, Israel found itself, at this particular moment, in the midst of its own general election campaign, with the intensifying electoral contest drawing the attention of the entire Israeli population and correspondingly diverting popular attention away from the possibility of an imminent outbreak of war. This same day also happened to fall during the Islamic month of Ramadan, a period during which, according to long-standing tradition, warfare was not customarily conducted. All of these various factors together ensured that, even had Israel somehow managed to discover Egypt’s and Syria’s own intentions to launch a war, it would nevertheless have found itself unable to take effective countermeasures against this sudden, surprise attack — whether in terms of timing, psychological readiness, or political preparation. Western military circles, reflecting on the war afterward, came to regard this meticulous Egyptian and Syrian planning as the crystallization of genuinely sophisticated, high-level scientific research and analysis. Through this comprehensive combination of deception, camouflage, and strict secrecy, Egypt and Syria together succeeded in achieving genuine strategic surprise.

(2) Tank Warfare and Anti-Tank Warfare Emerged as the Primary Modes of Combat Throughout This War

Over the course of this war, both belligerent sides relied on tanks as their principal combat striking force. More than half of the Arab states’ own army divisions consisted of armored or mechanized divisions, possessing a combined total of 3,800 tanks of various types; Israel’s own armored and mechanized brigades accounted for more than two-thirds of its total brigade strength, possessing more than 1,700 tanks of various types. On October 14, the great tank battle fought between Egyptian and Israeli forces on the Sinai Peninsula committed a combined total of 1,800 tanks — some 600 more tanks than the great Soviet-German tank battle fought at Prokhorovka on July 12, 1943, during the Second World War. This particular deployment of tank forces displayed several distinctive characteristics. First, tank density was extremely high, the pace of engagement was comparatively slow, and close-quarters combat predominated. Along the 240-kilometer combined frontage of the western and northern fronts (170 kilometers along the western front, seventy kilometers along the northern front), the two sides together committed more than 5,500 tanks to combat; along the western and northern fronts respectively, average tank density exceeded ten tanks per kilometer of front, and, along the Golan Heights front specifically, average tank density exceeded thirty tanks per kilometer, with an overall average density across both fronts of roughly twenty-five tanks per kilometer. Over the first three days of their offensive, Egyptian forces advanced a mere fifteen kilometers in total, averaging eight to nine kilometers per day. Israeli tank forces, in their own counteroffensive operations, advanced somewhat more rapidly, averaging roughly fifteen kilometers per day, with individual advances of as much as thirty kilometers in certain cases. When conducting an offensive or redeploying, tank formations on both sides generally moved with considerable speed — Iraqi armored forces, for instance, entering the war in support of Syria, covered a distance of some 300 to 400 kilometers in a little over two days; Israeli forces, redeploying from the northern front to reinforce the western front, covered a distance of more than 600 kilometers in a little over two days as well. Tank engagements, for the most part, were fought within the effective direct-fire range of tank cannon (between 1,300 and 1,800 meters), and close-range tank-versus-tank combat occurred frequently as well — as in the tank engagement fought before the Mitla Pass on the 14th, in which Egyptian and Israeli tank forces closed to within just 300 to 500 meters of one another. Second, tank forces were concentrated along the most critical axes of operation, where they conducted the primary thrust of each side’s offensive. Along the northern front, the two sides’ respective tank forces were concentrated chiefly in the central region of the Golan Heights, where Syria committed two divisions and more than 300 tanks to this particular axis. When Israel launched its own counteroffensive, it, too, directed the primary thrust of its assault toward the central Golan Heights, concentrating fully half of its own tank strength along the northern front — some 500 tanks — in a direct thrust toward Damascus. Along the western front, the great majority of both sides’ tank forces were deployed in the region south of Ismailia, along both banks of the canal. Egyptian tank forces were deployed chiefly along the axis running from Suez City to the Mitla Pass, and from Ismailia to the Hatmia Pass, contesting control of the key transportation routes across the Sinai and delivering the primary thrust of the Egyptian offensive there. Israeli tank forces were deployed chiefly in the central canal region; the Israeli forces that ultimately crossed to the western bank of the canal consisted chiefly of tank formations as well. Third, tank formations served as the spearhead of the assault, leading the way for the infantry advancing behind them. In offensive operations, the great majority of tank forces on both sides were organized as part of the first echelon. As Egyptian forces advanced against the three mountain passes, tank formations led the way, guiding the infantry forward in the subsequent assault on fortified positions. As Syrian forces advanced, tank formations, too, made up the first echelon along every axis of advance, comprising a combined total of 500 to 600 tanks; a further 300 tanks, forming the second echelon, entered the fighting the following day. Beyond employing tank brigades as its own spearhead assault echelon, Israel also organized fast-moving mobile formations built primarily around tank forces, tasked with conducting deep-penetration strikes. Fourth, in defensive operations, tank forces were employed either to mount counterattacks or counter-charges, or else as fixed, static firing positions. Along the western front, Israeli forces made extensive use of tanks in mounting counterattacks against Egyptian forces that had penetrated the “Bar-Lev Line” and that were advancing against the three mountain passes. As Israeli forces advanced toward Damascus, Syrian and Iraqi forces, too, used tank-based counterattacks to check the Israeli advance. In the course of its own standoff against Israeli forces in the Sinai, Egypt made effective use of favorable terrain, employing tanks as fixed artillery positions to engage Israeli forces in prolonged artillery duels. From October 6 to 7, Israel, too, employed tanks in a purely defensive, positional role. Along the northern sector of the Golan Heights, Israeli forces made use of terrain offering favorable visibility and clear fields of fire to establish defensive positions, constructing anti-tank trenches and minefields, and luring advancing Syrian armored forces into these carefully prepared, densely defended anti-tank kill zones; using its own tanks, concealed behind these obstacles, Israeli forces destroyed vast numbers of Syrian tanks, using a mere 180-odd tanks of their own to check and delay the advance of some 800 Syrian tanks — a ratio of tank losses between Israeli and Syrian forces reaching as extreme as 1 to 20.

The extensive deployment of tank forces, in turn, prompted both sides to place growing emphasis on anti-tank warfare. The principal methods employed included the following. First, the use of anti-tank guided missiles against enemy tanks. Arab forces relied chiefly on the “Sagger” and “Swatter” anti-tank guided missiles; Israeli forces, beyond using locally modified versions of the Soviet SS-10 and SS-11 missiles, made extensive use of the newly developed American “TOW” anti-tank guided missile as well. Second, the use of aerial firepower against enemy tanks. In this war, Israeli forces employed conventional bombs, “White Eye” television-guided precision bombs, “Maverick” air-to-surface television-guided and laser-guided precision bombs, and other similar munitions. Israeli forces also employed a type of “Rockeye” cluster bomb, whose parent casing contained several hundred individual submunitions, used to attack the exposed tops of massed enemy tank formations. Israel also modified its own “Shrike” air-to-air missile for use as an anti-tank weapon. Helicopters, too, made extensive use of the “TOW” missile as their principal anti-tank weapon. Syrian forces, along the northern front, likewise employed Soviet-supplied Su-20 aircraft against Israeli tanks on occasion. Aerial anti-tank attacks served as an important supplementary means of ground-based anti-tank warfare. Third, the use of various close-range anti-tank weapons to engage enemy tanks at close quarters. Every Egyptian infantry platoon was equipped with one heavy and two light anti-tank weapons systems; every infantry squad of three men was equipped with a single Soviet-made RPG-40 rocket-propelled grenade launcher. Egypt and Syria also adapted the SA-7 shoulder-fired surface-to-air missile for use against tanks. Israeli forces, beyond their own standard anti-tank rocket launchers and recoilless rifles, also employed the American-made “LAW” lightweight anti-tank weapon. According to available statistics, over the first three days of fighting, Israel lost 300 tanks on the Sinai front, 77 percent of which were destroyed by anti-tank guided missiles. Over the course of the entire war, of all tanks lost by both sides combined, 50 percent were destroyed by anti-tank weaponry, 30 percent were destroyed by other tanks, and the remaining 20 percent were destroyed by anti-tank mines and aerial firepower.

Estimated Tank Losses along the Golan Front















	October (day)
	Arab Losses
	Arab Cumulative
	Arab Repaired
	Arab Net Cumulative Loss
	Israeli Losses
	Israeli Cumulative
	Israeli Repaired
	Israeli Net Cumulative Loss





	6
	120
	120
	—
	120
	47
	47
	—
	47



	7
	68
	188
	20
	168
	22
	69
	12
	57



	7 (cont.)
	115
	303
	—
	283
	20
	89
	—
	77



	8
	132
	435
	41
	374
	31
	120
	16
	92



	9
	130
	565
	63
	441
	30
	150
	18
	104



	10
	72
	637
	62
	451
	18
	168
	20
	102



	11
	86
	723
	31
	506
	20
	188
	12
	110



	12
	86
	809
	25
	567
	20
	208
	8
	122



	13
	167
	976
	26
	708
	14
	222
	10
	126



	14
	25
	1,001
	40
	693
	2
	224
	9
	119



	15
	59
	1,060
	30
	722
	6
	230
	6
	119



	16
	82
	1,142
	13
	791
	8
	238
	3
	124



	17
	25
	1,167
	23
	793
	2
	240
	4
	122



	18
	25
	1,192
	16
	802
	2
	242
	4
	120



	19
	102
	1,294
	7
	897
	10
	252
	1
	129



	20
	20
	1,314
	20
	897
	2
	254
	2
	129



	21
	20
	1,334
	19
	898
	2
	256
	2
	129



	22
	20
	1,354
	5
	913
	2
	258
	1
	129



	23
	—
	—
	10
	903
	—
	258
	1
	129



	Total
	1,354
	
	451
	903
	258
	
	129
	129





Estimated Tank Losses along the Sinai Front















	October (day)
	Egyptian Losses
	Egyptian Cumulative
	Egyptian Repaired
	Egyptian Net Total
	Israeli Losses
	Israeli Cumulative
	Israeli Repaired
	Israeli Net Total





	6
	22
	22
	—
	22
	86
	86
	—
	86



	7
	19
	41
	3
	38
	101
	187
	21
	166



	8
	27
	68
	7
	58
	78
	265
	46
	198



	9
	30
	98
	7
	81
	5
	270
	44
	159



	10
	30
	128
	10
	101
	5
	275
	22
	142



	11
	30
	158
	10
	121
	5
	280
	3
	144



	12
	30
	188
	10
	141
	5
	285
	2
	147



	13
	30
	218
	10
	161
	5
	290
	3
	149



	14
	260
	478
	10
	411
	48
	338
	2
	195



	15
	18
	496
	48
	381
	5
	343
	1
	187



	16
	62
	558
	—
	443
	56
	399
	—
	243



	17
	111
	669
	47
	507
	20
	419
	13
	250



	18
	111
	780
	32
	586
	20
	439
	20
	250



	19
	64
	844
	48
	602
	18
	457
	24
	244



	20
	61
	905
	28
	635
	20
	477
	10
	254



	21
	61
	966
	21
	675
	20
	497
	9
	265



	22
	61
	1,027
	20
	716
	20
	517
	10
	275



	23
	29
	1,056
	—
	745
	6
	523
	—
	281



	24
	58
	1,114
	21
	782
	25
	548
	11
	295



	25
	43
	1,157
	25
	800
	17
	565
	13
	299



	(cont.)
	43
	1,200
	22
	821
	17
	582
	12
	304



	(cont.)
	—
	—
	22
	799
	—
	—
	13
	291





(3) The Role of Advanced Weapons, Equipment, and Electronic Technology in Warfare Began to Emerge Clearly in This Conflict

In this war, both belligerent sides deployed large quantities of new-generation weapons and equipment, making extensive use of the most advanced tactical missiles, tanks, aircraft, and electronic systems supplied by the United States and the Soviet Union respectively, and drawing on military intelligence and battlefield reconnaissance provided by American and Soviet reconnaissance satellites — transforming the Middle Eastern battlefield, in effect, into a testing ground for the latest generation of weapons and equipment fielded by the world’s two superpowers in the aftermath of the Second World War. According to reports, the gap that appeared at the junction between the Egyptian Second and Third Armies was, in fact, first detected by American reconnaissance satellites, with this intelligence promptly relayed to Israel — allowing Israel to exploit this opportunity to cross the canal in reverse and achieve decisive success there. Both before and during the outbreak of this war, the United States and the Soviet Union each provided substantial quantities of new weapons and equipment to Israel and the Arab states respectively. The weapons the United States supplied to Israel included the “TOW” anti-tank guided missile, the “Maverick” air-to-surface missile, the M-60 tank, and television- and laser-guided precision bombs, among others; the weapons the Soviet Union supplied to Egypt and Syria included the SA-6 and SA-7 surface-to-air missiles, the “Sagger” and “Swatter” anti-tank guided missiles, the “Frog-7” surface-to-surface missile, and the T-62 tank, among others. Of these various new weapons systems, the most striking and noteworthy were the various tactical guided missiles and electronic systems that were deployed so extensively across the battlefield, and the remarkable results they achieved there. Considering the role played by surface-to-air missiles alone, of the 340 aircraft the Arab side lost, 94 percent were shot down by Israeli guided missiles of various types. Similarly, of the 110 aircraft Israel itself lost, excluding those lost to unknown causes or friendly fire, ninety-two were shot down by Arab forces, of which roughly 66 percent were destroyed by various types of surface-to-air missiles. It is clear, then, that the great majority of aircraft losses suffered by both the Arab and Israeli sides alike were, in fact, the result of enemy guided missiles — a development that brought the crucial importance of ground-based air defense into particularly sharp focus. This war also demonstrated conclusively that the development and widespread deployment of modern electronic technology across the battlefield was bringing electronic warfare capability to the very forefront of military affairs, and that the methods and approaches of modern warfare were on the verge of undergoing a genuine revolution. The application of electronic technology in this particular war extended across command, communications, reconnaissance, and control functions alike, touching the principal weapons and equipment of land, sea, and air forces together. The navigation and communication systems of aircraft and naval vessels alike depended entirely on radar and other electronic equipment; the automated fire-control systems, night-vision equipment, and various guided missiles employed by tank forces, too, depended entirely on electronic technology. The development and application of electronic technology was, by this point, driving weapons and equipment development steadily toward ever-greater precision-guidance capability — a trend whose effectiveness was thoroughly and convincingly demonstrated over the course of this particular war, and one that would clearly continue as an inevitable direction of future development. Precision-guided strike capability, in particular, emerged as an especially important future trend in weapons development, one whose destructive potential would go on to display even greater and more devastating power in the various local conflicts that would follow in the years to come.

(4) Personnel Taking Part in Combat Needed Not Only Courage but Also a High Standard of Military Professionalism

In this war, both Egyptian and Syrian soldiers fought with genuine courage. The anti-tank guided missiles Egyptian forces employed required visual target tracking and wire guidance; in the course of engaging an enemy tank, the soldier operating the missile was required to remain fully exposed to enemy fire for a period ranging from several seconds to several tens of seconds before the missile actually struck its target, at constant and genuine risk of being killed at any moment. Under these circumstances, Egyptian soldiers displayed remarkable composure and unwavering courage. Following their initial victories at the outset of the war, Egyptian morale soared to new heights. Determined to liberate their own homeland’s occupied territory, Egyptian soldiers fought with tremendous individual valor and initiative, each eager to outdo the other in acts of bravery. Some soldiers strapped explosives directly to their own bodies and leapt onto Israeli tanks, perishing together with their enemy in a final, mutual act of destruction; others used their own bodies to block the machine-gun ports of Israeli fortified positions, allowing their comrades to press the assault forward. Syrian forces, too, though their own tactical execution frequently proved rigid and unimaginative, displayed considerable courage in pressing forward resolutely, undeterred by heavy losses — even as the tanks leading their own advance were destroyed or damaged one after another, the tanks following behind continued to press stubbornly forward. On this point, even Moshe Dayan, Israel’s own Minister of Defense, was forced to acknowledge: “As for the combat performance of Arab soldiers, I can sum it up in a single sentence: they did not run.” “Even when they suffered catastrophic losses, and came to recognize that the battle was already lost, they still did not flee.” And yet, in assessing the human factor comprehensively, courage and a willingness to sacrifice oneself alone are never sufficient on their own; what truly determines the overall combat effectiveness of any given military force is not courage alone, but rather the combination of courage with the superior military professionalism and technical skill that only rigorous, high-level military training can instill. Israeli reserve Major General Chaim Bar-Lev, in analyzing the surprise attack of the October War, observed that the reason Israeli forces were able to recapture the strategic initiative within just a matter of days lay neither in Israel’s own abundant natural resources nor in any advantage of territorial extent, but rather in the underlying quality and genuine capability of Israel’s own active and reserve military personnel — men who had endured years of hardship and rigorous preparation, ready at any moment to fight for the survival of their homeland. In the aerial combat fought between the two sides, for instance, Israel’s own aircraft losses proved comparatively modest, while the great majority of Egyptian aircraft losses occurred in the course of direct aerial dogfighting, shot down by Israeli fighter aircraft. This makes clear that Israeli pilots were considerably better trained, and possessed considerably higher overall military professionalism and technical skill, than their Egyptian counterparts. Egyptian air force pilots, by contrast, possessed considerably lower skill and training overall, with genuinely well-trained pilots remaining comparatively few in number. In the later stages of the war, Egyptian air force aircraft found themselves reduced to operating solely from airfields far removed from the front lines, adopting a fundamentally passive, avoidance-oriented posture, and proving unable to play any genuinely active or constructive role in supporting and coordinating with ground force operations. A similar pattern held true with respect to ship-to-ship missiles as well: Israel’s own ship-to-ship missiles were capable of sinking Egyptian and Syrian naval vessels in a single decisive stroke, while Egyptian and Syrian ship-to-ship missiles, by contrast, frequently found themselves disrupted by Israeli electronic countermeasures and failed to strike their intended targets, or else were intercepted and destroyed by Israeli ship-to-ship missiles, or even shot down by Israeli anti-aircraft weaponry. This state of affairs was, without question, partly attributable to genuine differences in the underlying performance characteristics of each side’s own weapons and equipment — but it likewise reflected genuine differences in the overall military professionalism and technical skill of the personnel operating this equipment as well. It is clear, then, that the ever-increasing modernization of weapons and equipment, far from diminishing the importance of the human factor in warfare, has, if anything, placed even greater and more demanding requirements on the quality and technical skill of the personnel operating this equipment. While the fighting spirit and morale of the personnel taking part in any given conflict undoubtedly remains genuinely important, comprehensive personal quality and a high standard of military professionalism and technical skill matter even more.







Chapter 23: The Falklands War (April 2 – June 14, 1982)

The Falklands War was a local war fought between Britain and Argentina over the question of sovereignty over the Falkland Islands. The war began on April 2, 1982, and ended on June 14 of that same year, lasting seventy-four days in all. Argentina committed a combined total of 65,000 troops, thirty-three naval vessels, 350 aircraft, and 13,000 ground troops; Britain committed a combined total of 35,000 troops, 118 naval vessels, 340 aircraft, and more than 9,000 ground troops. Argentina suffered roughly 2,300 casualties, with 11,300 taken prisoner, and lost eleven naval vessels and 105 aircraft, at a total cost of $1.7 billion; Britain suffered more than 1,000 casualties, with more than 200 taken prisoner, and lost six naval vessels and thirty-four aircraft, at a total cost exceeding $1 billion. Following its victory in the Falklands War, Britain not only consolidated its own interests in the South Atlantic region but also demonstrated to the entire world the genuine strength of a formidable military power. This war took place at a moment when the world was transitioning from an industrial to an information-based society, and when military technology — information technology in particular — was advancing with extraordinary speed; it displayed emerging new trends in the joint operations of land, sea, and air forces, and its mobilization of national war-sustaining potential bore the distinctive imprint of its own particular historical era, with strategic guidance and political-diplomatic struggle intertwined more closely than ever before. Studying and researching this particular battle case carries genuinely important practical guidance value for us today.


I. Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

The Falkland Islands (known in Argentina as the Malvinas Islands) lie in the South Atlantic, roughly 500 kilometers east of Argentina and more than 13,000 kilometers from Britain. This archipelago comprises 346 islands and islets in total, covering a combined area of 11,800 square kilometers, with a population of roughly 2,000, the overwhelming majority of whom are descendants of British settlers. The capital, Stanley, has a population of roughly 1,100; beyond this, there are more than twenty further, sparsely populated settlements scattered across the islands.

The Falkland Islands hold considerable strategic significance. They command a crucial position along the maritime routes connecting the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, and serve as a protective shield for the security of the South Atlantic and the South American continent alike. Lying comparatively close to the Antarctic continent, the islands serve as an important forward outpost and an ideal logistical support base for Antarctic exploration. The islands are richly endowed with natural resources as well; their continental shelf holds abundant reserves of oil and natural gas, with estimated reserves reaching as high as 6 billion barrels.

The dispute between Britain and Argentina over the Falkland Islands has a long history, centering on the question of which nation first discovered and effectively occupied the islands. According to available accounts, in 1690, the British sea captain John Strong first discovered the islands, and Britain named them the Falkland Islands. In the early 18th century, a number of French explorers successively visited the islands, naming them the “Îles Malouines.” In 1766, Spain purchased the islands from France for £24,000 (Argentina was, at the time, a Spanish colony); two years later, France formally transferred the islands to Spain — and it is from this same French name that the later Spanish name “Islas Malvinas” ultimately derives. In 1816, Argentina, upon gaining its own independence, inherited Spain’s own claim of sovereignty over the islands. In 1833, Britain, citing its own prior discovery of the islands as its justification, seized the islands by force. Argentina has, ever since, consistently maintained its own claim of sovereignty over the islands, repeatedly calling, through diplomatic channels, for their return.

In 1964 and 1965, the United Nations twice passed resolutions calling on the two countries to enter into negotiations, but little real progress was made. In the 1970s, the discovery of abundant oil, natural gas, and other mineral resources in the waters south of the Falklands dramatically increased the islands’ economic value; both Britain and Argentina came to place growing importance on the islands as a result, and each side’s own position grew correspondingly firmer and more uncompromising, so that the overall atmosphere surrounding the negotiations deteriorated sharply, and relations between the two countries began to sour, with negotiations breaking off entirely for a time. In 1978, the two countries resumed negotiations. Britain, seeking to preserve the dignity of its own former imperial status, while also taking into account the islands’ own potential strategic significance as a maritime transportation hub, remained reluctant to simply hand the islands over to Argentina without further ado. In 1980, Britain proposed two new alternative arrangements: first, that sovereignty over the islands be transferred to Argentina, with Argentina then leasing the islands back to Britain on a long-term basis; and second, that a referendum be held among the islands’ own residents to determine the question of sovereignty. Argentina rejected both of these British proposals, and a number of members of the British Parliament, too, voiced their own opposition to these proposals. In February 1982, the British government announced that it would set the dispute aside, effectively “freezing” further negotiations. Argentina responded immediately, declaring: “With respect to the question of sovereignty over the Falkland Islands, Argentina reserves the right to pursue other means.”

Driven by domestic political, diplomatic, and economic considerations, Argentina found itself unwilling to wait patiently for negotiations to resume, and resolved instead to seize the Falkland Islands and their dependent territories by force. At dawn on April 2, 1982, Argentina seized control of the Falkland Islands in a single decisive stroke, ending 150 years of continuous British control over the archipelago. This Argentine action dramatically intensified the underlying dispute between the two countries over sovereignty of the islands, and the Falklands War broke out as a direct result.

Argentina’s Strategic Plan: Argentina planned to rely on its own proximity to the islands — a considerable geographic advantage, given the islands’ great distance from Britain and their relative closeness to Argentina itself — striking first while Britain remained unprepared, and executing a landing operation on the Falkland Islands codenamed “Operation Rosario,” seizing the islands by force and thereby establishing a fait accompli that would place Argentina in a favorable negotiating position going forward, compelling Britain to abandon its own claim of sovereignty over the islands.

Britain’s Strategic Plan: Britain resolved on a strategy built primarily around military means, with diplomatic and economic measures playing a supporting role, aimed at “swiftly retaking the Falkland Islands,” and launched a long-range amphibious landing operation codenamed “Operation Corporate.” Britain planned to use its own overwhelming military superiority to compel Argentina to withdraw its forces from the islands, restoring the original status quo there. To this end, Britain organized a South Atlantic Task Force, rapidly completing its strategic deployment, securing command of the air and sea, severing communication between the islands and the Argentine mainland, and landing forces on the Falklands and their dependent territories to establish effective control over them.

Argentina’s Force Deployment:


	The 40th Task Force, built around the guided-missile destroyers Santísima Trinidad and Hércules. This task force’s mission was to seize the Falkland Islands by force; following the successful occupation of the islands, Argentina subsequently established a “South Atlantic Special Zone Command,” responsible for defending Argentina’s own coastal waters within a 200-nautical-mile radius, as well as the waters surrounding the Falklands and their dependent territories.


	The 60th Task Force, built around the guided-missile frigate Guerrico. This task force’s mission was to land forces on South Georgia Island; it was subsequently placed under the command of the “South Atlantic Special Zone Command” as well.


	The 20th Task Force, built around the aircraft carrier 25 de Mayo. This task force’s mission was to provide cover and support for the 40th Task Force’s landing operation on the Falkland Islands.




Britain’s Force Deployment:


	An advance detachment, comprising the nuclear submarines Conqueror, Spartan, Valiant, and Courageous, deployed toward the waters surrounding the Falkland Islands, tasked, upon arrival, with establishing a 200-nautical-mile exclusion zone and conducting blockade and reconnaissance operations there.


	A task force built around the aircraft carrier Hermes, comprising a combined total of 114 vessels of various types, together with 120 carrier-based aircraft and helicopters. This task force’s mission was to advance toward the war zone in three separate echelons; upon arrival, to impose a sea and air blockade over the war zone, securing command of the air and sea; to provide cover for the approach of the landing fleet toward the Falklands and their dependent territories; and to support the landing of ground forces, thereby securing control over the Falkland Islands themselves.


	A landing force comprising the 5th Marine Brigade, the 2nd Parachute Regiment, the 5th Infantry Brigade, the 29th Artillery Regiment, and other combat support units, totaling more than 9,000 officers and men, more than thirty tanks, more than 100 artillery pieces and mortars, and several dozen armored personnel carriers and other military vehicles. This landing force’s mission was to be transported to the war zone by the task force, and, upon arrival, to conduct an amphibious landing operation under the cover and support of naval and air firepower, seizing control of the Falkland Islands and their dependent territories.


	An air component, comprising a single strategic bomber squadron, a single land-based anti-submarine patrol squadron, four C-130 transport squadrons, a single VC-10 transport squadron, and two “Victor” aerial refueling squadrons, deployed to the Ascension Island air base. This air component’s mission was to coordinate operations with the task force, with the strategic bomber squadron responsible for bombing Argentine airfields, radar stations, and other military installations on the Falkland Islands, while the land-based anti-submarine patrol squadron handled airborne early warning, aerial reconnaissance and surveillance, anti-submarine operations, and aerial guidance duties.




The British task force commander was Rear Admiral John Woodward; the commander of the landing force was Major General Jeremy Moore. Britain’s own wartime cabinet granted Admiral Woodward full authority to handle all matters arising within the 200-nautical-mile exclusion zone.



II. The Course of the Campaign

(1) Argentina’s Occupation of the Falkland Islands and Britain’s Strategic Mobilization (April 2–30)

On March 31, 1982, Argentina’s 40th Task Force quietly approached the waters surrounding the Falkland Islands. On the evening of April 1, the vanguard vessels of the Argentine task force reached Fanning Head, eight kilometers east of Stanley. At midnight on April 2, more than 300 Argentine marines landed at Fanning Head, swiftly seizing the airfield at Stanley and notifying the Argentine Air Force’s 9th Brigade that the airfield was now available for its use. At the same time, more than 400 further Argentine marines landed at “Orange Beach,” joining forces with the marines who had landed at Fanning Head. At half past four in the morning, more than 150 Argentine airborne assault troops, transported by eight “Sea King” helicopters, landed in two groups southwest of Stanley near Sapper Hill, before splitting into two columns: one advancing west to attack the British “Moody Brook” barracks, and the other advancing east to attack the residence of the British Governor of the Falkland Islands. By six o’clock, Argentine forces had captured the “Moody Brook” barracks. Argentine forces then launched an assault against the Governor’s residence, encountering stubborn British resistance. By eight o’clock, Argentine landing forces had secured full control of the Stanley airfield and the harbor. During this fighting, the Argentine air force provided direct fire support to the landing forces. By nine o’clock, Argentine forces had captured the docks at Stanley harbor and the surrounding high ground commanding the port. The British garrison on the islands numbered only just over 120 men, and had made inadequate preparation for the coming conflict. Rex Hunt, the British Governor of the Falkland Islands, requested negotiations with Argentine forces, but this request was refused; at twenty-five minutes past nine, he accordingly ordered Major Mike Norman and Captain Gary Noott, commanders of the British garrison forces, to surrender their forces. At eleven o’clock on April 2, Argentine President Leopoldo Galtieri formally announced to the entire world that Argentina had recovered the Falkland Islands, appointing Rear Admiral Carlos Busser as Argentina’s own military governor of the islands.

Having recovered the Falkland Islands, Argentina established a “South Atlantic Special Zone Command” on April 7, responsible for defending Argentina’s own coastal waters within a 200-nautical-mile radius, as well as the Falklands and their dependent territories; this command was headed by Vice Admiral Juan José Lombardo, and was headquartered at Stanley. As the British task force drew steadily closer to the war zone, Argentina progressively strengthened its own defensive preparations on the islands, continually transporting additional troops, weapons, equipment, and various operational supplies there. By April 30, Argentine ground forces on the Falklands had grown from an initial strength of 4,000 to 13,000 men, including, beyond five naval infantry battalions (4,000 officers and men), the 10th Mechanized Infantry Brigade and the 3rd and 9th Infantry Regiments (9,800 officers and men).

Argentina’s force deployment was as follows. East Falkland (Soledad Island) was treated as the primary defensive focus, with roughly 10,000 troops deployed in the region of Stanley, Mount Kent, and Two Sisters Mountain; roughly 1,600 troops deployed in the region of Darwin, Goose Green, and San Carlos; and fifty troops deployed at Fanning Head. West Falkland (Gran Malvina Island) was garrisoned by 2,000 troops, concentrated chiefly in the defense of Fox Bay and Port Howard.

Argentine forces also constructed several improvised airfields on the islands, and deployed several dozen military aircraft of various types there. Argentina established four to five mobile radar stations and air-defense observation posts on the islands, equipped with thirty-five-millimeter anti-aircraft artillery and a limited number of surface-to-air missiles; constructed a number of defensive fortifications and artillery positions; established command and communication links across the islands; and stockpiled a certain quantity of operational supplies and provisions. Argentina also deployed more than 140 officers and men to South Georgia Island.

Argentina’s military action on the Falkland Islands immediately provoked a fierce British response. On the morning of April 3, the British government convened an emergency meeting, resolving to establish a wartime cabinet, headed by Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, with Foreign Secretary Francis Pym, Defense Secretary John Nott, Chancellor of the Exchequer Cecil Parkinson, and Chief of the Defence Staff Terence Lewin, together with the chiefs of staff of all three armed services, as members. This wartime cabinet formulated a strategy built primarily around military means, with diplomatic and economic measures playing a supporting role, aimed at “swiftly retaking the Falkland Islands,” and immediately ordered the mobilization of all three branches of Britain’s armed forces to assemble a long-range task force, to be dispatched to the South Atlantic to confront Argentine forces there and recover the Falkland Islands.

To direct this operation, codenamed “Operation Corporate,” Britain established a joint operations command headquarters at Northwood, near London, with Admiral Sir John Fieldhouse serving as overall commander, and Air Marshal Sir John Curtiss serving as his deputy, responsible for coordinating air force and army affairs.

That same day, Britain formally organized its South Atlantic Task Force, comprising a wide array of combat capabilities, including anti-surface-ship operations, anti-submarine warfare, maritime air defense, maritime blockade, sea transport, and amphibious assault operations. Beyond this, the task force also included a substantial fleet of auxiliary support vessels.

At the same time, Britain imposed economic sanctions against Argentina, freezing Argentine assets and funds held within Britain, halting all forms of assistance to Argentina, and launching a diplomatic offensive aimed at securing broad international support and isolating Argentina diplomatically. On the night of April 3, the UN Security Council, by a vote of ten in favor, one against, and four abstentions, adopted Resolution 502, proposed by Britain. This resolution called upon Argentina to immediately withdraw its forces from the Falkland Islands, and called upon both Britain and Argentina to resolve their dispute through diplomatic means. Although this resolution carried no binding enforcement mechanism against Argentina, it nevertheless became an important benchmark by which the international community judged the rightness or wrongness of Argentina’s own conduct — a genuinely significant diplomatic victory for Britain.

At ten o’clock on the morning of April 5, the main body of the British task force set sail from the ports of Portsmouth and Gibraltar, heading toward the war zone. On April 7, Britain announced that the waters within a 200-nautical-mile radius of the Falkland Islands would be designated a “maritime exclusion zone,” effective from four o’clock in the afternoon on April 12; any Argentine vessel entering this exclusion zone thereafter would be subject to attack by British forces.

On April 28, the British task force entered the waters surrounding the Falkland Islands, and, in accordance with its own pre-established operational plan, rapidly deployed to conduct a maritime blockade of the islands. Britain established three separate blockade lines within these waters: an outer blockade line, built primarily around submarines, combined with maritime and air patrols, forming the outer perimeter of the blockade, sealing off Argentina’s principal naval bases and the various sea routes leading to the Falkland Islands, thereby protecting the safety of the task force itself; an inner blockade line, formed by several small groups of destroyers and frigates, operating beyond the effective range of Argentine coastal artillery defending the islands but within the operational radius of Britain’s own carrier-based aircraft, sealing off the islands’ principal ports, covering the approach of the landing fleet toward the Falkland Islands and supporting the landing of ground forces there; and a middle blockade line, formed by carrier-based aircraft and patrol vessels.

(2) Britain’s Blockade of the Falkland Islands and Argentina’s Counter-Blockade (May 1–20)

The British Ministry of Defence announced that, effective from eleven o’clock GMT on April 30, Britain would impose a comprehensive blockade over the 200-nautical-mile waters surrounding the Falkland Islands, encompassing both sea and air.

In response to this British blockade, Argentina declared that any vessel flying the British flag sailing within Argentina’s own territorial waters, and any British aircraft flying through Argentine airspace, would be treated as hostile. At the same time, Argentina’s own coastal cities in the south, together with its forces stationed on the Falkland Islands, were placed on the highest level of alert; all three branches of Argentina’s armed forces took up their respective combat positions, and a curfew and blackout were imposed on the Falkland Islands.

Of Argentina’s three armed services, the air force possessed by far the greatest overall strength. In order to weaken the advantage Argentina’s air force enjoyed from operating within the war zone, relying on its own network of forward air bases there, Britain’s joint operations command ordered its own strategic bomber force to carry out an operation codenamed “Operation Black Buck,” bombing Argentine airfields on the Falkland Islands.

At twenty-three minutes past four in the morning on May 1, four “Vulcan” bombers, flying from the Ascension Island base, arrived over the airfield at Stanley, dropping twenty-one 1,000-pound bombs, destroying a portion of the runway. The moment this strategic bombing raid had concluded, “Sea Harrier” carrier-based attack aircraft, launched from the carrier Hermes, approached their targets at low altitude, successively bombing the airfields, radar stations, and air-defense missile positions at Stanley, Goose Green, and elsewhere. That same afternoon, British frigates, too, joined the fighting, using their own naval gunfire to bombard important Argentine targets on the Falkland Islands.

Argentine forces immediately retaliated, launching a combined total of fifty-six “Mirage” fighter-bomber sorties against British aircraft and naval vessels, damaging the British frigate Arrow. In the ensuing aerial combat, two Argentine aircraft were shot down by newly deployed “Sidewinder” missiles fired from British “Sea Harrier” attack aircraft.

On the afternoon of May 2, the Argentine cruiser General Belgrano, displacing 10,800 tons (a vessel of American manufacture, commissioned into service in 1938 and sold to Argentina in 1951), while patrolling waters forty to fifty nautical miles southwest of Britain’s own 200-nautical-mile exclusion zone, was detected by the British nuclear-powered attack submarine Conqueror. Because the task force itself lacked the authority to independently decide on military action beyond the boundaries of the exclusion zone, it sought instructions from the British wartime cabinet as to whether an attack should be authorized. Seeking to undermine Argentine morale and to intensify the overall momentum of British military operations, the wartime cabinet, after urgent deliberation, resolved to sink this particular vessel. Upon receiving this order, the Conqueror, at thirteen minutes past four in the afternoon, fired two torpedoes at the General Belgrano from a distance of three nautical miles, striking the ship’s bow and stern respectively. The Argentine cruiser sank swiftly, with 321 Argentine crew members killed. This engagement marked the first time a nuclear-powered attack submarine had ever been employed in actual combat since this particular class of vessel first entered service in 1954, and vividly demonstrated the formidable combination of extended range, exceptional stealth, and devastating offensive power such vessels possess.

The fate of the General Belgrano sent shockwaves through the Argentine navy. Admiral Jorge Isaac Anaya, commander of the Argentine navy, seeking to preserve his own remaining naval strength, disregarded the strong objections of the air force and immediately withdrew Argentine naval forces to coastal waters, avoiding further combat entirely. From this point on, only the Argentine air force continued, on its own, to conduct counter-blockade operations against British forces within the war zone.

The Argentine air force actively sought out opportunities to strike at British forces. At forty-five minutes past ten in the morning on May 4, the advanced British destroyer Sheffield, then patrolling waters forty nautical miles northwest of East Falkland, came under sudden attack from the Argentine air force. Argentine forces first sent older-model A-4 “Skyhawk” and “Mirage” aircraft to circle at high altitude, drawing the attention of British radar; two Argentine “Super Étendard” carrier-based attack aircraft then approached at extremely low altitude, evading radar detection, before suddenly climbing from an altitude of barely twenty-odd meters above sea level to 150 meters, and, from a distance of forty kilometers, launching two “Exocet” air-to-surface missiles at the British destroyer. One of these missiles found its mark, causing a massive explosion and igniting a fierce fire aboard the vessel. Five hours later, British forces were forced to abandon the ship entirely. On the 9th, the destroyer sank; twenty British crew members were killed and twenty-four wounded in this engagement.

On May 7, Britain announced that it was extending its exclusion zone to encompass all waters within twelve nautical miles of the Argentine mainland itself.

On May 9, seeking to further weaken the defensive capability of Argentine forces on the Falkland Islands, Britain once again conducted a combined air and naval bombardment of the islands, shooting down one Argentine helicopter. That same day, British “Sea Harrier” carrier-based attack aircraft, operating sixty-six nautical miles southeast of Stanley harbor, sank a single Argentine reconnaissance vessel — a converted fishing boat named Narwal.

On May 12, Argentine forces dispatched multiple sorties of A-4 “Skyhawk” attack aircraft and “Pucará” ground-attack aircraft, employing a tactic of “high-altitude departure, extremely low-altitude approach,” launching a coordinated four-aircraft assault against British naval vessels, damaging two British “Type 21” frigates. The damaged British vessels, for the first time, returned fire using their own newly deployed “Sea Wolf” surface-to-air missiles, shooting down three Argentine aircraft.

On May 14, while conducting a reconnaissance-by-fire operation in the Falkland Sound, British forces discovered a rudimentary airfield Argentine forces had constructed on Pebble Island, at the northern entrance to the sound. That same night, more than fifty members of Britain’s “Special Air Service,” organized into twelve separate teams, landed on the island by helicopter, and, under the covering fire of the destroyer Glamorgan’s naval guns, launched an assault against the airfield, destroying six Argentine “Pucará” ground-attack aircraft, four T-34 training aircraft, and one “Skyvan” light transport aircraft, together with an ammunition depot and a radar station — at the cost of only two British soldiers lightly wounded. This particular British operation not only further strengthened the overall maritime blockade but also carried important significance for the subsequent landing operation that would follow.

On May 20, following the failure of a UN-mediated ceasefire effort by Secretary-General Javier Pérez de Cuéllar, Britain immediately announced that it would no longer pursue diplomatic efforts to resolve the Falklands question, authorizing Admiral Woodward to proceed with the landing operation on the Falkland Islands. At four o’clock that afternoon, a landing convoy comprising the assault ships Fearless and Intrepid, the troop transport Canberra (a converted ocean liner), and the roll-on/roll-off vessel Elk, among others, carrying more than 5,000 landing troops and escorted by six destroyers, began moving from its staging area toward the landing zone.

With this, British forces had essentially accomplished their objective of blockading the Falkland Islands and weakening the defensive strength of the Argentine garrison there, completing their preparations for the coming landing operation.

(3) The British Landing and Argentine Resistance (May 21 – June 14)

Britain planned to conduct its landing operation in the San Carlos region of East Falkland Island, roughly eighty kilometers from Stanley. This particular region was, for the most part, marshland, and lay vulnerable to attack from Argentine aircraft flying from the mainland, making it poorly suited to rapid maneuver or further offensive operations advancing inland from the landing site. And yet the hydrographic and beach conditions in this particular region proved genuinely favorable for a landing operation, and the local terrain proved well suited to the establishment and consolidation of a landing zone. This location also allowed British forces to avoid Argentina’s own strongest defensive positions, since Argentina had never anticipated that British forces might choose to land there.

In order to conceal their true intentions and achieve genuine surprise, as the assault echelon entered the Falkland Sound, British forces used the powerful combined firepower of their own naval guns and air power to conduct diversionary strikes against Darwin, Stanley, and Fox Bay, and further conducted diversionary maneuvers using several vessels in Berkeley Sound as well.

At dawn on May 21, the British landing convoy entered San Carlos Water, north of the Falkland Sound. At thirty minutes past three, several dozen members of the “Special Air Service” and “Special Boat Squadron” landed by helicopter at Fanning Head, eliminating Argentine observation posts there and conducting a final pre-landing reconnaissance of the landing waters and beaches, clearing navigation channels and setting up markers, in preparation for guiding the landing troops ashore.

At around five o’clock, 1,000 British assault troops, transferring to landing craft, rubber boats, and helicopters, conducted simultaneous multi-wave amphibious and vertical landings at San Carlos harbor and three nearby points. The landing encountered no resistance whatsoever. By half past six, the main body of the landing assault echelon had begun going ashore in successive waves. By nine o’clock, the main body of British forces had completed its landing, securing a beachhead covering roughly twenty-five square kilometers. By the morning of the 22nd, the entire assault echelon had completed its landing.

Once ashore, British forces immediately made use of favorable terrain to construct fortifications, establish defensive obstacles, deploy air-defense missiles, construct an airfield, and transport operational supplies ashore, preparing to withstand Argentine air attacks.

On learning that British forces had landed on the Falkland Islands, Argentina immediately dispatched its air force to conduct coordinated attacks against the British landing site. From ten o’clock on the 21st until the end of that same day, Argentine forces flew more than seventy combat sorties in total, using the terrain to conceal their approach and evading British shipboard radar, flying at extremely low altitude over West Falkland before entering the airspace over the Falkland Sound and San Carlos harbor, repeatedly bombing British ships and the landing zone in successive waves, sinking the British frigate Ardent, damaging four further British vessels, and shooting down two British aircraft. In the course of this fighting, Argentina lost fourteen aircraft. At the same time, part of the Argentine garrison force moved to engage the British landing zone, attempting to check the British advance, but was forced to withdraw after encountering fire from British helicopters and paratroopers along the way.

May 25 marked Argentina’s own Independence Day; to commemorate this occasion, the Argentine air force flew 140 combat sorties against British naval forces. That day, A-4 “Skyhawk,” “Mirage,” and “Pucará” attack aircraft, taking off from mainland airfields, provided cover for “Super Étendard” attack aircraft, which launched an assault against the British aircraft carrier Invincible. At half past two in the afternoon, as Argentine aircraft approached to within fifty kilometers of their intended target, the A-4 “Skyhawk” and other attack aircraft immediately dispersed into two separate groups, drawing away the intercepting British “Sea Harrier” fighters and air-defense missile systems, while the “Super Étendard” attack aircraft swiftly launched “Exocet” missiles against the Invincible. Owing to interference from metallic chaff deployed by the British destroyer Coventry, these missiles missed their intended target, instead striking and sinking the Coventry itself. At half past three, a further Argentine “Exocet” missile struck and sank the British container ship Atlantic Conveyor, which had been transporting helicopters for the task force; the nine helicopters it was carrying were lost along with the ship itself. In the course of this fighting, British forces shot down twenty-three Argentine aircraft.

Because Argentina had, by this point, suffered such heavy losses among its own combat aircraft, and had only nine “Exocet” missiles remaining in total (Western sanctions had, by this point, left Argentina unable to replenish the weapons and equipment it continued to expend), Argentina’s own aerial offensive gradually weakened from this point onward.

During the period of the British landing, the Argentine garrison forces on the islands mounted no genuinely resolute or effective counterattack, while the Argentine air force continued to focus its own efforts primarily on striking British naval vessels — allowing British forces to successfully consolidate their own landing zone, unimpeded, and to complete preparations for their subsequent inland offensive.

On May 27, British forces began their inland offensive operations. The main strength of the southern column, supported by “Scorpion” light tanks, advanced toward Darwin, each soldier carrying an average load of fifty kilograms and enduring bitterly cold conditions as they crossed marshland on foot; a further detachment advanced by landing craft along Grantham Sound, taking a concealed route south before coming ashore northwest of Goose Green.

At half past two in the morning on May 28, under the covering fire of naval guns, British forces launched their assault against Darwin amid heavy rain. Argentine forces held firm at the key strongpoints of Darwin Hill and Boca House, mounting stubborn resistance, and killed Lieutenant Colonel Herbert Jones, commander of the British 2nd Parachute Battalion, along with Corporal David Wood. British forces subsequently adjusted their tactics, using part of their own force to pin down Argentine defenders from the front while a further detachment swung around to strike the Argentine rear, capturing the airfield at Goose Green and cutting off Argentine forces’ own line of retreat and rear supply. British forces also destroyed key Argentine firing positions using “Milan” anti-tank guided missiles, and British air power, too, conducted a further assault against Argentine positions there. The Argentine garrison defending the port, having lost the will to continue fighting, surrendered on the 29th, and British forces occupied Goose Green.

Along the northern column’s own axis of advance, apart from its own vanguard detachment and heavy equipment, which were transported by helicopter, the main body of this column advanced east on foot, carrying heavy loads, along mountain trails through terrain heavily interspersed with marshland and rocky outcrops in the northern part of the island. On the 28th, this column advanced to the region of Estancia House, before splitting into two separate columns: one swung around to the northeast, capturing Douglas Settlement, forty-three kilometers northwest of Stanley, before advancing toward Teal Inlet (thirty-five kilometers from Stanley); and the other advanced directly southeast, capturing Teal Inlet. On the 29th, British forces secured control over both of these regions.

On May 30, British forces conducted a powerful preparatory bombardment, combining naval gunfire and air power, against the Argentine forces garrisoning the Stanley region, so as to provide cover for the advance of British ground forces in that direction.

On June 1, British forces easily captured the outer defensive perimeter of Argentine positions defending Stanley — the commanding heights of Mount Kent and Mount Challenger — advancing to within twenty-five kilometers of Stanley itself. That same day, part of the British 5th Infantry Brigade, transported aboard the requisitioned ocean liner Queen Elizabeth 2, transferred to the landing ships Fearless and Intrepid and came ashore at San Carlos harbor, reinforcing the front-line offensive; the remainder of this brigade remained at sea, awaiting orders to land at a fresh location, in coordination with the main body of British forces preparing for the final assault on Stanley.

Stanley itself lay on the eastern part of East Falkland Island, surrounded on three sides by the sea and bordered by mountains on the fourth. Argentine forces, relying on this favorable terrain, had established what came to be known as the “Galtieri Line” along the landward approaches to the town: an outer defensive perimeter running through Mount Longdon, Two Sisters Mountain, and Mount Harriet; and a main defensive position running through Wireless Ridge, Mount Tumbledown, and Mount William. Constrained by the local terrain, however, Argentina’s own defensive depth remained comparatively shallow. Some 9,000 Argentine troops defended Stanley itself; but, with the sea and air blockaded, and its own land routes cut off, the Argentine garrison found itself fighting in isolation, its supplies running low and its morale correspondingly diminished.

At eleven o’clock on the night of June 11, under the powerful cover of concentrated British firepower, British forces broke through the outer defensive positions of the Argentine defensive line, advancing successfully along every axis; by dawn the following day, British forces had successively captured every one of their predetermined objectives, advancing eight kilometers and completing the first phase of their operation.

At half past ten on the night of June 13, British forces began the second phase of their offensive. The 5th Infantry Brigade and the 2nd Parachute Battalion, supported by helicopters, launched an assault against the main Argentine defensive position. Argentine forces, having lost the will to hold their ground, offered only token resistance before withdrawing. By dawn the following day, British forces had captured every one of their predetermined objectives, thoroughly breaking through the Argentine defensive line and advancing to the very outskirts of Stanley, a mere three kilometers from the town center, encircling several thousand Argentine troops within a Stanley that, by this point, had no further ground left to defend.

At one o’clock in the afternoon on June 14, Argentine forces requested negotiations for surrender by radio, and British forces agreed to this request. At three o’clock, British and Argentine field commanders reached an informal ceasefire agreement within the town of Stanley itself, announcing that, effective from seven o’clock in the evening GMT (four o’clock local time), Argentine forces — including those on West Falkland — would cease all resistance. At nine o’clock that evening, Major General Jeremy Moore, commander of the British landing force, flew by “Sea King” helicopter to the former British Governor’s residence, where he formally accepted the surrender of more than 10,000 Argentine troops (including the garrison forces on West Falkland Island) under the command of Argentina’s own commander on the Falkland Islands, Brigadier General Mario Benjamín Menéndez.

With this, sovereignty over the disputed Falkland Islands and their dependent territories in the South Atlantic once again passed into British hands, and the Falklands War came to its final conclusion.



III. Commentary

The Falklands War took place at a moment when the world’s industrial societies were transitioning comprehensively toward information-based societies, and when high-technology military capabilities were advancing with extraordinary speed. The war involved diverse combat forms across land, sea, and air, with genuinely complex command and organizational structures — a classic example of joint land, sea, and air operations. Under high-technology conditions — particularly given the enormous distances British forces had to travel — the accuracy of British strategic assessment and the soundness of the strategic guidance it established, the mobilization of national war-sustaining potential, the contest to seize and hold control of the battlefield, and the overall capacity for joint operations across the three armed services all leave a deep and lasting impression on us. For this reason, a careful and thorough study of this particular war holds genuinely important significance for our own efforts to explore the underlying characteristics and laws that govern warfare under information-age conditions, and to raise the level of our own military theory and art of command.

(1) Accurate Assessment of the Overall Strategic Situation Is an Essential Foundation for Establishing Sound Strategic Guidance

The course of this war makes clear that Argentina committed serious errors in its own assessment of the overall situation and in its own strategic decision-making. Argentina believed that Britain, separated from the Falkland Islands by such a vast expanse of ocean, would find any military intervention both exhausting and time-consuming, and that such an intervention would, moreover, adversely affect NATO’s own broader defensive posture — leading Argentina to conclude that Britain would be unwilling to go to war over the Falklands at all. In terms of the broader international picture, Argentina believed that the United States would be unlikely to support Britain, and would, at most, maintain a position of neutrality, and that other NATO member states, too, would be unlikely to respond in any significant way. Domestically, Argentina considerably overestimated the combat effectiveness of its own armed forces. Events unfolded in precisely the opposite fashion: Britain responded with remarkable speed the moment the crisis broke out, mounting a comprehensive response across military, political, diplomatic, and economic fronts alike. The United States, following the failure of its own mediation efforts, announced sanctions against Argentina, and provided Britain with substantial support across multiple fronts, including operational supplies, aerial refueling capability, and satellite communications. European nations, too, through NATO and the European Community, imposed economic sanctions and an arms embargo against Argentina. France, which had previously sold weapons and spare parts to Argentina, not only halted its own sales but also prohibited other nations from reselling such equipment to Argentina — leaving Argentine forces unable to replenish the substantial quantities of weapons and equipment they continued to expend over the course of the war. In terms of overall combat effectiveness, although Argentina’s army was numerically larger, more than half of the troops garrisoning the islands were newly conscripted recruits with less than three or four months of training. Argentina’s air force possessed considerable combat capability, with a portion of genuinely capable aircraft and American-trained pilots — but the war zone itself lay at the very edge of these aircraft’s own effective operational radius, making it difficult for Argentina’s air force to bring its full combat power to bear effectively, and Argentina’s own technical equipment and pilot reserves, too, proved inadequate, with no way to replace losses once they had been incurred. Argentina’s navy, though numerically substantial, was equipped with outdated equipment, and its actual combat effectiveness proved correspondingly weak; the mere presence of two British nuclear submarines was enough to effectively pin down and restrict the operations of virtually the entirety of the Argentine navy. On the whole, then, Argentina’s own preparations for a genuine British response proved seriously inadequate, and Argentina mistakenly anticipated that Britain might attempt to strike at Argentine home territory itself, leading Argentina to commit excessive manpower to the defense of its own mainland, even diverting a portion of its own aircraft inland as a result — thereby further diminishing the combat strength actually available to defend the Falkland Islands themselves. This fundamental misjudgment of the underlying strategic situation, and the resulting errors in strategic decision-making and operational guidance, stand as the foremost reason for Argentina’s ultimate defeat in the Falklands War.

Britain, too, had, before the war, seriously underestimated how the underlying dispute over the Falkland Islands might ultimately develop. In February 1982, following the breakdown of British-Argentine negotiations in New York, Argentina had publicly declared: “With respect to the question of sovereignty over the Falkland Islands, Argentina reserves the right to pursue other means.” Britain failed to give this statement the serious attention it deserved, and, still less, anticipated that Argentina would resort to military force to seize the islands within so short a span of time thereafter — leaving Britain genuinely caught by surprise once the crisis actually erupted. And yet, once Argentina had occupied the Falkland Islands, Britain conducted a comparatively objective and realistic assessment of the situation, made a swift and decisive resolution, and established a clear policy of resolving the crisis through military means, further adopting operational principles aimed at minimizing casualties on both sides, confining the fighting to the disputed territory itself, and refraining from any attack against Argentine home territory. In this way, Britain avoided provoking any broader international backlash, and succeeded in securing the support of the United States, the European Community, and other allies — thereby strengthening its own overall position while simultaneously undermining Argentina’s own resolve and determination to continue the fight.

(2) Maintaining a Comparatively High Level of Wartime Readiness, and Integrating Military Preparedness into Civilian Society, Provide the Essential Foundation for Effectively Responding to Sudden, Unexpected Crises

The British government had, before the crisis, seriously underestimated the likelihood of a sudden Argentine seizure of the Falkland Islands, and, in the early stages of the war, found itself, for a time, in a genuinely passive position. And yet Britain’s own response, once the crisis actually broke out, proved remarkably swift, and its decision-making correspondingly decisive: Britain immediately announced the severing of diplomatic relations with Argentina, established a wartime cabinet, organized its own task force, and urgently mobilized both military manpower and operational supplies, leasing or requisitioning civilian merchant vessels as needed, establishing a clear strategic policy built primarily around military means, with political, diplomatic, and economic measures playing a supporting role, aimed at recovering the Falkland Islands. Britain’s own peacetime level of military readiness proved comparatively high; 60 to 70 percent of the Royal Navy’s own vessels remained capable of being committed to combat operations at any given moment. For this reason, within just three days of Argentina’s occupation of the Falkland Islands, the main body of the British task force had already set sail toward the war zone; vessels that happened to be conducting exercises in the Atlantic and off the Strait of Gibraltar at the time did not even bother returning to their home ports, proceeding instead directly toward the war zone, forming up and conducting pre-war training and drills en route. This vividly illustrates that Britain’s own peacetime state of military readiness was genuinely sound, with high rates of equipment operational availability and adequate reserves of operational supplies, together with well-developed contingency plans for responding to precisely this kind of sudden, unexpected crisis.

Britain’s own mobilization system, too, proved comparatively well developed, with measures that were genuinely and effectively implemented in practice. Because the Royal Navy itself possessed comparatively few dedicated transport vessels of its own, Britain relied, once war broke out, chiefly on the requisition of civilian merchant vessels — a genuinely valuable lesson and example for other nations to draw upon. In peacetime, Britain had already formulated detailed contingency plans for the wartime requisition of civilian merchant vessels, with specific vessels designated in advance for this purpose, ensuring that, in wartime or other emergency circumstances, these vessels could be swiftly mobilized or requisitioned in accordance with established legal procedures. On April 5, a number of merchant vessels and oil tankers had already joined the task force en route to the Falkland Islands; some of these merchant vessels, upon receiving their orders while already underway, promptly unloaded their existing cargo and passengers at the nearest available port, before changing course and proceeding directly to their designated assembly points. Within a span of just ten to fifteen days, more than forty civilian vessels had already been committed to the war effort, tasked with providing logistical support. At the same time, Britain had also formulated detailed plans in advance for the wartime conversion of civilian vessels, with some conversion work completed even while the vessels in question were already underway toward the war zone. The 45,000-ton ocean liner Canberra, for instance, was requisitioned on April 5, converted into a troop transport vessel, and, by the 7th, had already set sail carrying an entire parachute battalion. The 67,000-ton ocean liner Queen Elizabeth 2, meanwhile, was already en route to the Mediterranean, fully loaded with passengers bound for holiday destinations, when a single government order brought this voyage to an abrupt halt; passengers, without protest, disembarked at the nearest available port mid-voyage. Following its return, this vessel underwent a week-long conversion process, during which two swimming pools located in its aft section were fitted with steel plating and converted into helicopter landing pads, transforming the ship into a large-scale troop transport vessel. The container ship Atlantic Conveyor underwent a conversion process lasting just seven to ten days, after which it was capable of carrying twenty “Harrier” aircraft; the passenger vessel Uganda was converted, within just two days, into a fully equipped hospital ship. The fifty-seven civilian merchant vessels Britain requisitioned over the course of the war together transported a combined total of 100,000 tons of supplies, 9,000 personnel, and ninety-five aircraft to the front lines. This makes abundantly clear that maintaining a high state of military readiness in peacetime, integrating military preparedness closely with civilian society, and combining peacetime and wartime capabilities effectively together provide the essential foundation for any nation’s ability to respond effectively to a sudden, unexpected crisis.

By comparison, Argentina’s own overall level of wartime readiness proved considerably lower. The Argentine navy possessed four submarines in total, but only one of these was genuinely capable of active combat operations; the torpedoes Argentine submarines fired in combat frequently veered off course or failed to detonate altogether. Argentine transport vessels, lacking adequate loading and unloading equipment, frequently found themselves unable to load or unload cargo in a timely fashion. Owing to an inadequate supply of transport vessels, although Argentine ports on the mainland held substantial stockpiles of operational supplies, the Argentine garrison forces on the Falkland Islands themselves found themselves genuinely short of clothing, food, and ammunition alike.

(3) Securing Command of the Air, Command of the Sea, and Command of Information Together Provided the Essential Guarantee for Effectively Executing a Comprehensive Maritime Blockade

In terms of information warfare, both sides made active use of electronic warfare equipment, conducting electronic warfare centered chiefly on radio communications countermeasures and radar countermeasures alike. Although Argentina’s own electronic warfare equipment proved comparatively less advanced, Argentine forces nevertheless made use of a wide array of comprehensive methods, exploiting the electronic-warfare capabilities of their own missile systems to the fullest possible extent in striking at their British adversary, thereby achieving genuine success — as vividly illustrated by the sinking of the British destroyer Sheffield. And yet, because Britain’s own electronic warfare equipment proved considerably more advanced than that of Argentina, and because British forces were able to make extensive use of electronic reconnaissance and counter-reconnaissance, electronic jamming and counter-jamming, and firepower-based destruction and counter-destruction measures alike — further bolstered by support from American reconnaissance satellites — British forces succeeded in effectively securing command of information, resulting in the destruction of vast numbers of Argentine aircraft, the destruction of Argentine artillery and air-defense radar systems, the decryption of Argentine communications codes, and the disruption and deception of Argentine communications more broadly — dealing a severe blow to Argentina’s own overall combat effectiveness in the process.

In terms of command of the air, seeking to counter the British blockade and landing operations, Argentina made full use of its own advantages of proximity to the war zone and superior numbers of available aircraft, adopting tactics that included small-formation, multi-wave, multi-directional continuous rotating assaults, coordinating the use of various different types of aircraft together, and approaching targets at extremely low altitude — placing particular emphasis on striking at important British surface vessels — and inflicted serious losses on British forces as a result. Although British air power within the war zone was numerically inferior to that of Argentina, British forces made effective use of their own considerable advantages in weapons and equipment performance, actively contesting command of the air; even as they bombed Argentine airfields on the Falkland Islands, they also adopted measures such as high-intensity sortie generation and multi-role aircraft employment, and, combining defensive counterattack operations with air-defense weapons systems, dealt a devastating blow to Argentina’s own air force, securing and maintaining command of the air over the war zone throughout — an achievement that effectively safeguarded the security of the British fleet and landing forces alike.

In terms of command of the sea, in the early stages of the war, Argentina committed the greater part of its own naval strength to supporting its landing operation on the islands, at one point successfully securing command of the sea within the war zone, allowing Argentina to transport troops, operational supplies, and provisions to the Falkland Islands in a comparatively timely and smooth fashion. Once the British task force entered the war zone, it conducted maritime and aerial blockade operations, actively conducting anti-submarine, anti-ship, and air-defense operations within the blockaded zone — most notably the sinking of the Argentine cruiser General Belgrano by the British submarine Conqueror — forcing the Argentine navy to withdraw from the war zone entirely, restricting the activities of Argentine naval vessels, severing Argentina’s own maritime supply lines, and thereby isolating and encircling the Falkland Islands from the sea, effectively supporting both the landing operation and the subsequent ground combat that followed.

It may fairly be said that Britain’s effective control over air, sea, and information — the “three commands” — allowed it to secure and hold the strategic initiative on the battlefield throughout, and stands as an important guarantee of Britain’s ultimate victory in this war; Argentina’s own progressive loss of these same “three commands,” by contrast, left it increasingly trapped in an ever more passive position on the battlefield, and stands as an important factor behind its own ultimate defeat.

(4) Sound Campaign-Level Guidance and Flexible, Mobile Tactics Were Key Factors in the Success of the Landing Operation

British campaign-level guidance proved sound, and British tactics proved genuinely flexible and mobile throughout. In light of the particular characteristics of a task force operating at such an enormous distance from its own home territory, Britain first focused on blockading the Falkland Islands, striking primarily at the Argentine navy so as to weaken Argentina’s own overall strength, before then landing on the Falkland Islands themselves, establishing a stable and secure landing zone to serve as the foundation for subsequent ground operations. In light of the fact that the Argentine garrison on the islands held a numerical advantage and had made certain preparations of its own in advance, British forces adopted a tactical approach of avoiding the enemy’s own strengths and instead striking at its weaknesses, employing flanking maneuvers in its offensive operations. British forces first landed in the comparatively weakly defended San Carlos region, securing a foothold there, before then capturing Darwin and Teal Inlet, cutting off communication between East and West Falkland, and placing Argentine forces at Stanley in a pincer position, before finally forcing a decisive engagement against the main body of Argentine strength at Stanley itself. Because British forces had traveled by sea, in full view, across so vast a distance to reach the Falkland Islands, they had, by this point, already lost any real element of strategic surprise. For this reason, British forces instead focused their efforts on achieving tactical surprise, making skillful use of nighttime darkness and poor weather conditions to conduct their transfer, landing, and seizure of the landing zone, refraining from conducting any preparatory air or artillery bombardment before the landing itself, strictly controlling the use of radio communications, and employing diversionary maritime maneuvers to draw Argentine attention elsewhere — thereby achieving genuine tactical surprise, and completing their own quiet, unopposed landing almost entirely without Argentina’s own forces even noticing. In the course of the ground fighting that followed, British commanders displayed a genuine capacity for sound judgment in light of the evolving situation, flexibly and intelligently adjusting their own predetermined tactics, making extensive use of nighttime assaults to press their advance and capture enemy positions. In the course of the final assault on Stanley, British forces had originally planned to adopt a steady, methodical, step-by-step approach — but, upon discovering that Argentine forces had, by this point, already lost the will to continue fighting and were no longer capable of mounting effective resistance, British forces immediately shifted to a multi-pronged simultaneous advance instead, accelerating Argentina’s own final defeat as a result.

Argentina’s own campaign-level guidance, by contrast, proved passive throughout, and its own tactics proved rigid and unimaginative. Argentine forces proved poorly equipped to accurately assess the evolving battlefield situation, to respond flexibly to changing circumstances, or to make full and effective use of the local terrain, and their overall tactical approach remained rigid and their defensive posture fundamentally passive throughout. Argentina mistakenly judged that the primary axis of any British landing would most likely be directed against the Stanley region, and accordingly deployed three-quarters of its own garrison forces to defend this particular area, leaving the San Carlos region almost entirely undefended — allowing Britain’s own amphibious assault forces to come ashore there with remarkable ease. The moment British forces came ashore, Argentina, moreover, failed to mobilize its own forces in a sufficiently timely fashion to mount an effective counterattack, squandering a genuinely excellent opportunity to do so, and thereby allowing British forces to consolidate their own foothold and press forward at their own leisure. In the course of the subsequent ground fighting, Argentina failed to deploy adequate defensive strength to hold Mount Kent — a position of crucial importance to the defense of the approaches to Stanley — and failed, moreover, to construct any genuinely solid fortifications there; the commanding heights of Two Sisters Mountain and elsewhere, too, were left without any meaningful priority defense, with Argentina instead concentrating its own defensive focus along a line close to the outskirts of Stanley itself, a position genuinely difficult to defend effectively. British forces, as a result, captured Mount Kent with remarkable speed — so remarkable, in fact, that even the British themselves were left genuinely “surprised” by how easily this key position had fallen into their hands. Between June 1 and 11, British forces, awaiting the arrival of further logistical resupply, undertook no significant further offensive action — and yet Argentina, too, failed to seize this opportunity to mount any genuinely forceful counterattack of its own, choosing instead simply to hold its ground passively and await its own eventual fate.

(5) Making Full Use of the Combined Striking Power of Every Branch of the Armed Forces Working Together Was an Important Guarantee of Success in This Landing Campaign

British forces displayed genuinely close and well-coordinated cooperation among all three branches of their armed forces, effectively harnessing the combined striking power of joint operations across every service. At the very outset of the war, in order to secure victory in this operation, codenamed “Operation Corporate,” Britain established a joint operations command headquarters at Northwood, near London, with Admiral Sir John Fieldhouse serving as overall commander, and Air Marshal Sir John Curtiss and Lieutenant General Sir Steuart Pringle serving as his deputies, responsible respectively for coordinating air force and army affairs. Britain’s own wartime cabinet granted the task force commander not only full authority over the entire fleet but also unified command over every British merchant vessel operating between Ascension Island and the Falkland Islands — thereby ensuring that the joint operations command headquarters maintained centralized, unified control over all three branches of the armed forces throughout the entire campaign. Over the course of the entire maritime blockade and subsequent ground campaign, every branch of Britain’s armed forces provided mutual support and close coordination to one another, making full use of their own combined strength to compensate for individual weaknesses — such as the inherent challenges of operating at such vast distances from home territory, and the comparatively limited scale of British air power committed to the theater — thereby considerably enhancing the overall effectiveness of British military operations throughout.

Argentina’s own three armed services, by contrast, displayed a comparatively weak sense of joint operational coordination, and lacked any genuinely authoritative, centralized, unified command structure of their own. In the early stages of the war, before Argentine forces had yet encountered any genuinely serious military confrontation, a degree of coordination among the three armed services could, for a time, still be maintained — but once Argentine forces came under the sustained, punishing pressure of Britain’s rigorous blockade, electronic warfare, and firepower-based assault, this coordination among the three services broke down severely. In particular, the sinking of the large Argentine cruiser General Belgrano sent profound shockwaves through the Argentine navy; Admiral Anaya, commander of the Argentine navy, seeking to preserve his own remaining strength, disregarded the fierce objections of the air force and immediately withdrew Argentine naval forces from the war zone to coastal waters, avoiding further engagement entirely. From this point on, only the Argentine air force continued, on its own, to conduct counter-blockade operations against British forces within the war zone. This fragmentation of joint operational coordination, and the resulting imbalance in Argentina’s own overall combat strength, directly contributed to the series of successive setbacks Argentina suffered in the fighting that followed.







Chapter 24: The Gulf War (January 17 – February 28, 1991)

The Gulf War was a war fought, under the authorization of the United Nations Security Council, by a multinational coalition led by the United States against Iraq, aimed at restoring the territorial integrity of Kuwait. The war began on January 17, 1991, and ended on February 28 of that same year, lasting forty-two days in all. The Gulf War stands as the largest and most extensively international high-technology local war fought since the end of the Second World War.


I. Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

The Middle East lies at the junction of Asia, Africa, and Europe, surrounded by the international waters of the Black Sea, the Mediterranean, the Caspian Sea, the Red Sea, and the Arabian Sea — earning it the description “the land of three continents and five seas.” The four straits connecting these five bodies of water — the Bosporus, the Dardanelles, Bab-el-Mandeb, and the Strait of Hormuz — form crucial chokepoints along the world’s international shipping routes. The Middle East is also home to four major gulfs — the Gulf of Aden, the Persian Gulf, the Gulf of Oman, and the Gulf of Aqaba. The Suez Canal, excavated in 1869, forms a further crucial artery at the junction of Asia, Africa, and Europe, connecting the Mediterranean and the Red Sea and thereby linking the Atlantic, the Indian Ocean, and the Pacific, as well as the “three oceans” and “four seas” — the Mediterranean, the Black Sea, the Red Sea, and the Arabian Sea. For this reason, the Middle East is also known as “the land of four straits, four gulfs, and one canal.” The Middle East’s own distinctive geographic position makes it a crucial transportation hub connecting the Atlantic to the Indian Ocean, East to West, and Europe (by way of West Asia) to North Africa — giving it enormous strategic importance in world political, economic, and military affairs, and making it a perennial object of contention among the great powers. Owing to deep-seated cultural differences, long-accumulated historical grievances, and successive generations of ethnic discrimination and oppression by ruling authorities, compounded further by the colonial policies pursued by the Western powers in the modern era, the Middle East has long been beset by deep-rooted ethnic tensions and estrangement between its various peoples, giving rise to profound and persistent national and ethnic conflict and near-continuous unrest and warfare throughout the region.

The Middle East’s own strategic value to the wider world finds its most concentrated expression in the Persian Gulf region. The Gulf lies in the southwestern part of Asia, forming an inland sea extending from the Arabian Peninsula toward the Iranian plateau. It begins, to the northwest, at the mouth of the Shatt al-Arab, and extends, to the southeast, through the Strait of Hormuz to the Gulf of Oman, covering a length of roughly 990 kilometers, a width of fifty-six to 338 kilometers, and a total area of 240,000 square kilometers. Eight countries border the Gulf region: Iran, Iraq, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, Oman, and Bahrain — with a combined total land area of roughly 4,800,000 square kilometers and a combined population of roughly 91,596,000. Geographically, the region is bounded to the north by the Caucasus and the Black Sea, to the south by the Arabian Sea, to the east by the South Asian subcontinent, and to the west by the Red Sea, making it a crucial international transportation hub connecting Asia, Africa, and Europe. The Strait of Hormuz, in particular, serves as the vital chokepoint through which Middle Eastern oil flows toward the West and the rest of the world. In terms of petroleum resources, the Middle East’s oil and natural gas reserves are concentrated chiefly in the Gulf region, whose proven oil reserves account for 65.4 percent of the world’s total known reserves. Of the world’s five nations possessing proven oil reserves exceeding 10 billion tons, all five are concentrated in this very region: Saudi Arabia (35.44 billion tons), Iraq (14.64 billion tons), the United Arab Emirates (13.38 billion tons), Kuwait (12.89 billion tons), and Iran (12.66 billion tons) — together accounting for the world’s five largest national oil reserves. Some 27 percent of American oil imports, 35 percent of Western European oil imports, and 70 percent of Japanese oil imports all originate from the Gulf region. As one Western commentator once observed: whoever controls the Persian Gulf region controls Western Europe and Japan — and, by extension, the entire world.

The broader thaw in relations between the United States and the Soviet Union provided the essential “greenhouse” conditions under which the Gulf crisis first emerged and the Gulf War itself ultimately broke out. In the latter half of the 1980s, the Soviet economy found itself in mounting difficulty, and Soviet strength declined correspondingly, leaving it unable to continue its own broader contest with the United States for global influence. Following Mikhail Gorbachev’s rise to power in March 1985, guided by his own “New Thinking” doctrine, the Soviet Union undertook a sweeping reorientation of its own Middle East policy, emphasizing that military means could no longer be relied upon to resolve conflicts in the region. In April 1988, the Soviet Union resolved to withdraw its own forces from Afghanistan, and began implementing a broader policy of strategic retrenchment throughout the Middle East, gradually shifting its own relationship with the United States on Middle Eastern matters from confrontation toward “cooperation.” This particular policy shift shattered the long-standing pattern of superpower rivalry that had, for so long, characterized the Middle East, and left the balance of power between the Arab states and Israel correspondingly disrupted, with Soviet influence in the region declining rapidly as a result. Upon assuming the American presidency, George H. W. Bush pursued a policy of incremental, cautious engagement in the Middle East, aimed at stabilizing the regional situation there. The Bush administration departed from the earlier, unwaveringly pro-Israel stance the United States had traditionally maintained, and, even as it continued to fully support Israel’s own right to survival and to safeguard Israeli security, began placing greater constraints on Israeli conduct as well. Toward the Arab world, on the basis of a renewed foundation of trust with moderate Middle Eastern states such as Egypt and Saudi Arabia, the United States worked actively to improve its own relations with the Arab states more broadly, so as to expand American influence throughout the Middle East. And yet, over the course of this broader policy realignment, the United States found itself confronting fresh points of tension with various Middle Eastern states as well: Israel expressed considerable dissatisfaction with the Bush administration’s own shifting policy toward it, while a number of Arab states, too, expressed dissatisfaction with American reductions in economic assistance and with what they perceived as continuing American bias toward Israel on certain matters of principle (the Middle East peace process among them). As a result, American capacity to control and shape the broader trajectory of Middle Eastern affairs diminished considerably, and American influence in the region declined correspondingly. The broader strategic retrenchment of the Soviet Union in the Middle East, combined with the Bush administration’s own realignment of American Middle East policy, together created an opening for the resurgence of Arab nationalism and regional hegemonic ambitions alike, and the long-suppressed regional tensions within the Gulf region finally erupted into open conflict.

Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait directly precipitated the outbreak of the Gulf crisis. Iraq had long harbored designs on Kuwaiti territory; in 1961, Iraq had refused to recognize Kuwaiti independence, and attempted to annex Kuwait outright by force, but was compelled, in the face of British intervention and opposition from other Arab states, to formally recognize Kuwaiti independence in 1963. From that point on, repeated disputes and clashes arose between the two countries over border questions. Following the Iran-Iraq War, Iraq found itself mired in severe economic difficulty, and demanded that Kuwait forgive Iraqi debts, while accusing Kuwait of exceeding its own OPEC oil production quotas and of illegally extracting Iraqi oil reserves along their shared border, thereby causing a sharp decline in Iraqi oil revenue, and demanding compensation and a formal apology from Kuwait; Iraq further demanded that the two countries’ shared border be redrawn, and that Iraq be granted a ninety-nine-year lease over the islands of Bubiyan and Warbah — demands Kuwait firmly and categorically rejected. Seeking to seize control of Kuwait’s own territory, extricate itself from its own economic difficulties, secure access to Kuwaiti petroleum resources, gain access to the sea, and establish itself as the dominant regional power, Iraq dispatched its own forces to occupy the whole of Kuwaiti territory on August 2, 1990, and, on August 8, formally declared Kuwait to be Iraq’s own nineteenth province.

The failure of diplomatic mediation efforts made the Gulf War, in the end, unavoidable. International organizations and sovereign states around the world overwhelmingly condemned Iraq’s own act of aggression, calling for Iraq’s unconditional withdrawal and the restoration of Kuwaiti sovereignty. Many nations undertook extensive diplomatic efforts aimed at securing a peaceful resolution to the Gulf crisis, doing a tremendous amount of work and proposing many concrete initiatives to this end. Iraq, for its own part, professed to welcome mediation efforts from every quarter, and outwardly expressed a willingness to negotiate with the United States and other nations — but, in practice, continued to hold firm to its own uncompromising position of annexing Kuwait outright, effectively “closing the door to peaceful resolution,” and sought, through its own display of firm resolve, to compel the international community to accept, as an established fact, its own annexation of Kuwaiti territory. Between August 2 and November 29, 1990, the UN Security Council successively adopted twelve separate resolutions condemning and sanctioning Iraq. Resolution 678, in particular, authorized UN member states to employ “all necessary means” to enforce the various resolutions the UN had already adopted, should Iraq fail to withdraw its forces from Kuwait by January 15, 1991 — thereby granting formal international legal legitimacy to the United States’ and other nations’ subsequent decision to deploy multinational forces to the Gulf region in order to resolve the crisis through military means.

Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, and its subsequent refusal to withdraw its forces, directly challenged the United States’ own broader hegemonic ambitions in the region, providing the United States with precisely the pretext it needed to intervene militarily in the Gulf. With political condemnation and economic sanctions alike having failed to achieve their intended effect, the United States resolved to commit its own forces to the Gulf as well. America’s own strategic objectives in doing so were as follows: to secure control over the Gulf region’s petroleum resources, safeguard the economic lifeline of the Western world, and consolidate America’s own position of “leadership” within the broader Western alliance; to maintain a long-term American military presence in the Gulf region, and to establish a “new order” in the Middle East under American leadership; to subdue Iraq — the region’s most formidable regional power — so as to preserve the overall balance of power throughout the region, and to safeguard American interests throughout the broader Middle East and around the world alike. On the very day Iraq invaded Kuwait, the United States ordered the aircraft carrier Independence to sail immediately toward the Gulf region. On August 6, President Bush ordered the launch of “Operation Desert Shield,” deploying American forces to the Gulf region. Between August 7 and November 7, 1990, the United States transported a combined total of 250,000 troops to the Gulf. On December 2, the United States announced that it would deploy a further 300 combat aircraft to the Gulf region within the coming week. Shortly afterward, the United States deployed a further 200,000 troops to the region as well. The United States also invoked the authority of the various UN resolutions it had helped secure to establish a broader multinational coalition. Britain, France, and thirty-six other nations, each motivated by their own particular considerations, together deployed more than 200,000 combat and support troops to the region; Japan and more than ten other nations together contributed a combined total of $54 billion in financial assistance to the American-led coalition effort. In this way, the United States completed the economic, political, diplomatic, and military preparations necessary to launch its own military campaign against Iraq.

The Multinational Coalition’s Strategic Plan: The coalition planned to conduct a sustained, high-intensity aerial bombardment campaign, destroying Iraq’s own capacity to sustain the war effort and to mount an effective strategic counterattack, shattering Iraqi military and civilian morale alike, and dealing devastating blows to Iraqi ground forces, so as to paralyze Iraq’s own overall defensive system. This would then be followed, with the support of naval and air power, by a sudden, unexpected ground offensive, combining rapid deep-penetration thrusts with encircling flanking maneuvers, so as to annihilate the main body of Iraqi combat strength in the region between Kuwait and southern Iraq, thereby compelling Iraq to accept the terms of the relevant UN resolutions and bringing the war to its conclusion. The coalition’s specific operational plan called for three distinct phases. The first phase would consist of strategic bombing. American forces would form the core of this aerial assault effort, employing F-111 and F-15E fighter-bombers, B-52 strategic bombers, F-117 stealth fighter-bombers, EF-111A electronic-warfare aircraft, and E-3A airborne early-warning and control aircraft; even as these forces conducted electronic jamming and suppression operations against Iraqi defenses, they would simultaneously conduct fierce bombing raids against key Iraqi strategic targets, including Iraqi supreme command headquarters, command and communication centers, airfields, air-defense systems, nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons facilities, power stations, and military-industrial factories — thereby weakening the threat Iraqi forces posed to the coalition, and securing and maintaining command of the air. The second phase would consist of tactical bombing, directed chiefly at Iraq’s “Scud” missile launchers, the Republican Guard, fuel resupply and storage facilities, and Iraq’s own rail network and transportation routes, severing the links between different Iraqi forces, and striking at concentrations of enemy strength, key defensive positions, and important fortified installations, so as to create favorable conditions for the coming ground offensive. The third phase would consist of the ground offensive itself. The coalition would commit ground forces, built chiefly around American forces, employing a coordinated land and sea assault, combining simultaneous ground and air strikes, and combining a frontal breakthrough with deep-penetration airborne and helicopter-borne operations to conduct a pincer envelopment from north and south alike, driving Iraqi forces out of Kuwait within a period ranging from a few days to one month, thereby bringing the war to its conclusion.

Iraq’s Strategic Plan: Iraq planned to conceal and preserve its own strength as far as possible, avoiding significant losses to enemy bombardment, while conducting limited counterattacks to tie down and wear down its adversary; to employ missile strikes to sow division and discord within the multinational coalition; and, relying on its own existing fortified defensive positions, to make full use of its own numerical superiority and the increasingly harsh weather conditions of the region, prolonging and complicating the war, so as to ultimately force the multinational coalition to withdraw from the Gulf entirely, thereby securing permanent Iraqi control over Kuwait. Iraq’s underlying strategic thinking rested on three basic premises: first, to expand the scope of the conflict, striving to transform the war from a war between Iraq and the coalition into a war between Iraq and Israel specifically; second, to avoid direct confrontation with the enemy’s own strengths, preserving Iraqi combat strength and awaiting an opportunity for eventual counterattack, striving to secure a genuinely protracted conflict; and third, to make full use of Iraq’s own favorable defensive positions, its extensive combat experience operating in desert terrain, and its own overall numerical superiority in ground forces, so as to force a decisive engagement against the coalition on the ground, where Iraq believed it held the advantage.

The Multinational Coalition’s Force Deployment: The coalition organized its forces with armored and mechanized units forming the main strength of its first echelon, with the main strength of American ground forces forming a second echelon, and with several American “elite” units forming a third echelon — together presenting Iraqi forces with a deep, successively echeloned offensive posture. The coalition’s first-line forces were deployed ten to eighty kilometers from the Saudi-Kuwaiti and Saudi-Iraqi borders, along a front stretching roughly 400 kilometers from the Saudi coast to Al-Khafji, and included the following units: the U.S. 1st Marine Expeditionary Force; the Gulf Cooperation Council’s “Peninsula Shield” force, together with nine Saudi and Kuwaiti brigades; the Egyptian 3rd Mechanized Division; a single Moroccan infantry brigade; a single Syrian armored division; three U.S. Marine expeditionary brigades; the U.S. Army 24th Mechanized Division; and the British 7th Armoured Brigade. The coalition’s second-line forces were deployed roughly 100 to 150 kilometers from the Saudi-Kuwaiti and Saudi-Iraqi borders, and included the U.S. 1st Marine Expeditionary Brigade, seven mechanized infantry divisions plus eight further brigades, and two cavalry regiments, together with five French regiments. The coalition’s third-line forces consisted chiefly of American and Saudi forces, including the U.S. 82nd Airborne Division, the 101st Air Assault Division, a single air-defense artillery brigade, and various special operations forces. Coalition air power was deployed to bases in Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, Oman, Turkey, and the American base at Diego Garcia; coalition naval vessels were deployed across the Gulf, the Gulf of Oman, the Red Sea, and the Mediterranean, with three carrier battle groups each positioned in the Red Sea and the Gulf respectively. The coalition’s overall deployment displayed several distinctive characteristics. First, Saudi Arabia served as the central hub of coalition operations, with Turkey, Djibouti, Oman, the United Arab Emirates, and Qatar serving as supporting land bases, and coalition aircraft carriers operating across the Mediterranean, the Red Sea, the Arabian Sea, and the Persian Gulf serving as maritime anchor points — together forming a comprehensive strategic encirclement of Iraq. Second, American aircraft were deployed well forward, with the great majority positioned within 400 kilometers of the Iraqi border, displaying a clearly offensive posture. Third, British, French, Italian, and other coalition aircraft were deployed comparatively further to the rear, dispersed across Saudi Arabia, Oman, Bahrain, the United Arab Emirates, and Djibouti. Fourth, German and Belgian aircraft were deployed to Turkey, displaying a fundamentally defensive posture.

Iraq’s Force Deployment: Based on the relative strategic importance of and threat level facing each region, Iraq divided its ground forces into five distinct commands. The Kuwait theater command (encompassing southern Iraq and Kuwait) comprised five corps, forty-three divisions in total, including fifteen armored and mechanized divisions and a single special operations force — a combined total of 540,000 troops, 4,280 tanks, and 3,100 artillery pieces. This force was organized around the main strength of Iraq’s regular army together with the main strength of the Republican Guard, and bore primary responsibility for defending the Kuwait theater, prepared to combine positional defense with tactical counterattacks and theater-level counteroffensives to resist the coalition’s anticipated ground offensive. The northern Iraq theater command comprised two corps and six independent units, deployed along the Iraqi-Turkish border to prevent Turkish forces from advancing south to coordinate with coalition operations. The Baghdad theater command, responsible for garrison duties in the capital, comprised two Republican Guard brigades, two further brigades, and a single mechanized infantry division (then being formed). The western Iraq theater command comprised two armored regiments and two infantry divisions, responsible for security and vigilance across the vast border region west of Baghdad. The central Iraq theater command comprised a single corps, deployed along the border region adjoining Iran, tasked with monitoring Iranian military movements. Iraq’s primary axis of operations lay to the south, with the northern front serving a secondary role. Iraq’s overall force deployment displayed a distinctive dumbbell-shaped configuration, with substantial concentrations of strength at both ends and comparatively modest strength in the center, its main strength concentrated toward the south, leaving the central region correspondingly thin. Within the Kuwait theater itself, Iraq organized its defense into three successive lines running from south to north. The first line, comprising the Fourth Corps, the Seventh Corps, and coastal defense forces, bore responsibility for defending the Saudi-Kuwaiti and Saudi-Iraqi border regions and the coastal areas, resisting the coalition’s anticipated ground offensive and amphibious assault. The second line, comprising the Jihad Corps and the Second Armored Corps, served as the theater’s own eastern operational reserve, tasked with conducting counterattacks or occupying blocking positions, and with countering airborne assaults and repelling coalition amphibious landing forces. The third line, comprising the Republican Guard, organized at the corps level, served as Iraq’s own strategic reserve, positioned in southern Iraq, prepared to be committed against the coalition’s main axis of attack once this had been identified, and, once the coalition’s offensive momentum had been sufficiently weakened by Iraq’s own forward defensive forces and theater-level reserves, to annihilate the coalition’s main assault forces in a decisive counteroffensive.

Comparative Force Strength of the Two Sides: On the eve of the war, total coalition strength numbered 690,000 (of whom 450,000 were American troops).

Comparative Military Strength of the Two Sides












	Country/Force
	Aircraft
	Tanks
	Armored Vehicles
	Naval Vessels
	Personnel





	Multinational Coalition
	3,260
	3,700
	5,600
	247
	692,130



	United States
	2,800
	2,000
	2,800
	150
	450,000



	United Kingdom
	48
	163
	—
	27
	35,000



	France
	36
	40
	—
	13
	10,000



	Canada
	18
	—
	—
	3
	—



	Italy
	10
	—
	—
	6
	—



	Belgium
	—
	—
	—
	3
	—



	Gulf Cooperation Council
	330
	800
	—
	36
	150,000



	Egypt
	—
	400
	—
	—
	45,000



	Syria
	—
	270
	—
	—
	19,000



	Iraq (Regular Forces)
	700
	5,600
	2,500
	40
	1,100,000



	Iraq (Reserve Forces)
	—
	—
	—
	—
	480,000



	Iraq (Militia)
	—
	—
	—
	—
	850,000





Note: Armored vehicle figures for Western European nations total roughly 400 vehicles; for Arab and Islamic nations, roughly 2,400 vehicles.

Coalition forces possessed more than 3,700 tanks (including more than 2,000 American tanks), more than 5,000 armored vehicles (including more than 2,800 American armored vehicles), 3,260 aircraft of various types (including 2,800 American aircraft), and more than 240 naval vessels (including 150 American vessels), deployed throughout the region surrounding Iraq and Kuwait, forming an encircling posture around Iraqi forces. Total Iraqi strength numbered roughly 1,200,000, with more than 700 combat aircraft, more than 5,600 tanks, more than 5,100 armored vehicles, 38,000 artillery pieces, and more than 800 surface-to-surface missiles.



II. The Course of the Campaign

At two o’clock in the morning local time on January 17, 1991, with Iraq having refused to comply with UN Security Council Resolution 678, the coalition launched “Operation Desert Storm,” and the Gulf War formally began. The war may be divided into two distinct phases.

Phase One (January 17 – February 23, 1991): The Coalition Conducts an Aerial Bombing Campaign against Iraq

At dawn on January 17, 1991 (rendered elsewhere in the source text as “August 17, 1991,” evidently a typographical slip for the same date already established above), coalition forces launched a massive aerial bombardment campaign codenamed “Operation Desert Storm.” The purpose of this campaign was to eliminate Iraq’s own capacity to direct military operations, to secure and maintain command of the air, to destroy Iraq’s own nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons capabilities, its principal military-industrial facilities, its military installations, and its overall military strength, to paralyze Iraq’s own command structure, and to break the will of Iraqi forces stationed within Kuwait — thereby creating favorable conditions for the subsequent ground offensive. American naval and air forces respectively deployed E-2C and E-3 airborne early-warning aircraft, conducting comprehensive electronic reconnaissance across an operational area spanning several tens of thousands of square kilometers, covering Iraq, Kuwait, and the anticipated primary axes of assault throughout the Gulf region, intercepting Iraqi electronic intelligence and air-defense radar frequencies and mapping their electromagnetic signatures, so as to guide and direct precision strikes by coalition combat aircraft. In the ten to twenty minutes preceding the launch of the large-scale bombing campaign, EA-6B and other electronic-warfare aircraft conducted intense electromagnetic jamming and suppression against Iraqi air-defense radar and communication systems, leaving Iraqi radar effectively blinded, communications severed, and command structures paralyzed. The coalition then launched a sustained thirty-eight-day aerial bombardment campaign against Iraq, itself divided into two successive phases: strategic bombing and tactical bombing.

The strategic bombing phase began on January 17 and concluded on the 30th. Coalition air power struck at important targets deep within Iraqi territory. Among the priority targets selected for destruction were Saddam Hussein’s own command and control centers, together with the critical infrastructure essential to sustaining Saddam’s own war effort. Before the offensive began, “Apache” helicopters of the U.S. Army’s 101st Air Assault Division, guided by MH-53J “Pave Low” helicopters deployed by American special operations command, used “Hellfire” missiles to destroy two Iraqi early-warning radar installations along the Iraqi border. Subsequently, F-117A stealth fighter-bombers struck two air-defense command centers in southern and western Iraq. These two successful strikes opened an air corridor for the subsequent wave of massed stealth aircraft that followed. F-117A stealth aircraft went on to strike a number of further important targets using 2,000-pound precision-guided bombs. These attacks left key Iraqi military and political command departments effectively paralyzed. Within minutes of the offensive’s launch, U.S. Navy “Tomahawk” cruise missiles, launched from the Red Sea and the Gulf, began striking Iraqi supreme command headquarters, communication facilities, and power distribution centers in Baghdad, and other military targets, continually intensifying pressure on Iraqi decision-makers. U.S. Air Force F-15E “Strike Eagle” fighters began striking Iraq’s own “Scud” missile production and launch facilities in southern Iraq. Within the first twenty-four hours of the offensive, coalition air power launched three separate waves of aerial assault, flying more than 1,300 combat sorties, including 812 fixed-wing aircraft sorties. Beyond this, the U.S. Navy launched 106 “Tomahawk” cruise missiles. On this single day, some forty key targets within and around Baghdad came under attack, including more than ten leadership and command facilities, more than ten air-defense and power distribution facilities, ten C3I (command, control, communications, and intelligence) network nodes, and a number of further target clusters.

On January 18, coalition air power continued conducting comprehensive strikes against strategic targets throughout Iraq and the Kuwait theater, with important tactical targets such as the Republican Guard, too, coming under varying degrees of attack. On January 19, coalition forces conducted two further concentrated waves of assault, lasting two hours and three and a half hours respectively, flying roughly 400 and 500 sorties of various aircraft types respectively. Over the course of a single week, from dawn on January 17 to the night of the 23rd, coalition air power flew a combined total of more than 30,000 sorties of various aircraft types, launching 240 “Tomahawk” cruise missiles and dropping more than 60,000 tons of ordnance in total, striking primarily at Iraqi supreme command’s own command facilities, the electronic power infrastructure supporting Iraq’s military systems, command and communication hubs, Iraq’s integrated strategic and tactical air-defense system, identified nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons and research facilities, naval vessels and port installations, the rail lines and bridges connecting Iraqi forces to their logistical support centers, and strategically important target clusters such as the Iraqi air force and its airfields. Coalition forces also conducted dedicated strikes against Iraq’s own “Scud” missile launchers, and Iraq’s elite Republican Guard divisions, too, came under comprehensive aerial bombardment. According to statistics compiled by U.S. Central Command and intelligence agencies, by the end of the first week of “Operation Desert Storm,” coalition strikes against several categories of predetermined targets had achieved major success, considerably weakening Iraq’s own capacity to sustain the war effort, destroying its air-defense system, and securing and maintaining command of the air — creating favorable conditions for the subsequent phases of the campaign. Over the course of this two-week bombing campaign, coalition forces struck primarily at Iraqi strategic targets, while also conducting a portion of tactical strikes. In the first week, Iraq’s own strategic air-defense system and its C3I network were dismantled entirely, and the country’s own political and military leadership structures found themselves divided and isolated, leaving Iraq unable to effectively direct combat operations. In the second week, Iraqi transportation lines within the Kuwait theater were, for the most part, severed entirely, Iraqi ground forces came under direct attack, Iraqi air force aircraft shelters were destroyed, and Iraq’s own air-defense system was thoroughly fragmented — of Iraq’s sixteen command and control centers, only three remained capable of functioning normally. On January 27, U.S. Central Command formally announced that coalition forces had secured command of the air over the Gulf theater.

Beginning on January 31 (the third week of the air campaign), the primary focus of coalition air power shifted from strategic to tactical targets. The purpose of this shift was to destroy the air-defense capability of Iraqi forces within the Kuwait theater, and to establish command of the air over both Kuwait and Iraqi airspace. American naval forces, marine forces, and air forces, together with aircraft from many other coalition member states, took part in this phase of the campaign. During this phase, coalition forces conducted fierce bombardment against Iraqi ground forces and their defensive positions in Kuwait and southern Iraq, concentrations of tanks and armored vehicles, rail and road transport lines, fuel and ammunition storage facilities, and logistical support and resupply bases. Iraqi strategic targets from the first phase of the campaign, too, remained under continued attack, though with somewhat reduced intensity compared with the earlier phase. Beginning on February 23, coalition forces began employing near-2,000-pound reinforced, laser-guided “bunker-buster” bombs, striking directly at aircraft concealed within hardened shelters. American F-117A “Nighthawk” stealth aircraft focused their attacks on the hardened aircraft shelters at Balad and other airfields; American F-111 “Aardvark” fighter-bombers and British Royal Air Force “Tornado” and “Buccaneer” aircraft struck hardened shelters at other airfields from medium altitude. Under this relentless coalition assault, many Iraqi aircraft concealed within hardened shelters were destroyed. Coalition air power also conducted devastating strikes against Iraq’s own air-defense weapons systems — surface-to-air missile systems (including mobile launchers), anti-aircraft artillery, early-warning and target-tracking radar, and the command and control centers linking these various systems together. Coalition air power then continued destroying important bridges throughout Iraq, and destroyed Iraqi armored vehicles and front-line defensive fortifications within the Kuwait theater. On February 23 alone, coalition forces destroyed roughly 178 Iraqi tanks, roughly 100 armored personnel carriers, 202 military vehicles, 200 artillery pieces, sixty-six shelters, and two anti-aircraft artillery and surface-to-air missile positions — thoroughly preparing the battlefield for the coming ground offensive. Over the course of this period, coalition forces flew a combined total of 112,000 sorties of various aircraft types, averaging 2,605 sorties per day; launched 288 “Tomahawk” cruise missiles and thirty-five air-launched cruise missiles; and dropped a combined total of 88,500 tons of ordnance, averaging 2,058 tons per day. Coalition forces lost sixty-seven aircraft of various types in the process, including forty-five fighter aircraft. This sustained, multi-directional, multi-wave, high-intensity aerial bombardment campaign severely degraded Iraq’s own C3I (command, control, communications, and intelligence) capability and its capacity to mount an effective strategic counteroffensive. Iraqi forward forces in the Kuwait theater suffered losses approaching 50 percent, while rear-area forces suffered losses of roughly 25 percent.

Under the sustained pressure of coalition air power, Iraq found it extremely difficult to mount any genuinely effective air-defense response. Seeking to draw coalition ground forces into combat as early as possible, so as to secure a decisive victory in positional ground warfare, Iraqi forces launched a small-scale ground offensive, from the night of January 29 to February 2, against the Saudi coastal town of Khafji, in northeastern Saudi Arabia — an engagement that came to be known, in the annals of the Gulf War, as the “Battle of Khafji.” Khafji was a small coastal town in northeastern Saudi Arabia, located fifteen kilometers from the Kuwaiti border, along the essential coastal route connecting Saudi Arabia to Kuwait City. On the nights of January 29 and 30, Iraqi forces launched five separate offensive engagements along the Saudi-Kuwaiti border and in the Khafji region. In the first of these engagements, on the night of the 29th, a single Iraqi armored brigade crossed the Saudi border twenty-seven kilometers west of Wafra, engaging a light armored infantry battalion of the U.S. Marine Corps there. With the support of U.S. Marine AV-8 attack aircraft, F/A-18 fighter-attack aircraft, and AC-130 gunships, this Marine battalion repelled the Iraqi assault. Iraqi forces lost ten tanks, and four Iraqi soldiers were taken prisoner, forcing Iraqi forces to withdraw back within the Kuwaiti border. In the second engagement, occurring at roughly the same time, a column of Iraqi tanks attempted to cross the Saudi border south of Wafra (a small oil-town in southern Kuwait, roughly seven kilometers from the border); the leading Iraqi tank detachment, upon entering the effective range of a light armored infantry battalion of the U.S. Marine Corps’ Second Marine Division, came under fire and suffered casualties. The Iraqi vanguard force, having lost two tanks, was forced to withdraw. In the third engagement, a single Iraqi mechanized infantry battalion crossed the border north of Khafji, advancing along the road toward the town of Khafji itself. Along the way, this force encountered a detachment of the Saudi 2nd National Guard, and, following a brief engagement, the Saudi National Guard force withdrew southward, with Iraqi forces pursuing on foot and ultimately capturing the town of Khafji in a single decisive stroke. In this engagement, Iraqi forces lost thirteen armored vehicles. Once Iraqi forces had occupied Khafji, they halted their own further advance. In the fourth engagement, shortly after midnight on the night of January 29, Iraqi forces once again dispatched a mechanized infantry and tank force, crossing the Saudi border thirty kilometers northwest of Khafji. A light armored battalion of the U.S. Marine Corps, with the tactical support of naval and air power, drove this Iraqi force back across the border. At dawn the following day, a further Iraqi armored detachment, forty tanks strong, crossed the Saudi border west of Wafra, but was likewise driven back by a light armored battalion of the U.S. Marine Corps. In this particular engagement, American forces destroyed fifteen Iraqi tanks without suffering a single casualty of their own. In the fifth engagement, on the afternoon of the 30th, U.S. Marine forces once again detected a single Iraqi mechanized infantry battalion along the Saudi border, north of Khafji. Coalition ground forces, supported by U.S. Marine AV-8 attack aircraft, F/A-18 fighter-attack aircraft, A-6 attack aircraft, and A-10 attack aircraft, drove the intruding Iraqi force back across the border.

At half past two in the morning on January 31, coalition forces launched a counterattack to recapture Khafji. A Qatari task force sealed off the road north of Khafji, while the Saudi Royal Army’s 8th Brigade sealed off the vital route to the south of the town. A detachment of the Saudi 2nd National Guard, supported by U.S. Marine artillery, tactical aircraft, and naval gunfire, engaged the Iraqi forces occupying Khafji in fierce combat. At the outset of this offensive, coalition forces found their advance considerably slowed by fierce Iraqi defensive fire. Coalition forces then reinforced their own assault strength, intensifying aerial fire support, and, after several hours of fierce fighting, succeeded in recapturing the town, at the cost of nineteen killed and thirty-six wounded. An hour after the Battle of Khafji had concluded, a further detachment of the Saudi National Guard engaged the remaining Iraqi tank forces roughly eleven kilometers north of the town, taking 160 Iraqi soldiers prisoner and clearing the remaining Iraqi forces from the surrounding area. On February 2, Iraq once again dispatched a single company’s worth of troops, crossing the border toward Khafji, but this force, too, was repelled by the coalition’s own eastern joint forces, with the support of tactical aircraft. With this, the Battle of Khafji had come to its final conclusion.

During this first phase of the aerial bombardment campaign, Iraqi forces adopted a fundamentally passive defensive posture, seeking to preserve their own strength through underground concealment, deliberate deception, and the dispersal of forces to locations outside the war zone. At the same time, Iraq employed missiles and aircraft to conduct limited counterstrikes against coalition forces. Iraq repeatedly launched “Scud” missile attacks against targets within Israel, Saudi Arabia, and Bahrain. Although the great majority of these missiles either missed their intended targets or were intercepted and destroyed by American “Patriot” air-defense missiles, they nevertheless forced coalition forces to extend the duration of their own aerial campaign, and to divert substantial numbers of aircraft to hunt for Iraq’s own “Scud” missile launchers. During this same period, Iraq also launched an assault against the small Saudi coastal town of Khafji, but this offensive failed to affect the coalition’s own continued resolve to press ahead with its aerial campaign. Iraqi naval and air forces, too, on several occasions deployed aircraft and fast attack boats in an attempt to harass coalition forces, but each such attempt ended in failure. Beyond this, Iraq at various points attempted to dump oil into the Gulf waters, set fire to Kuwaiti oil wells, and threatened to employ chemical weapons, hoping thereby to delay or deter coalition military action — but none of these efforts, either, achieved their intended effect.

Phase Two (February 24–28, 1991): The Coalition Launches “Operation Desert Sabre” and Begins Its Ground Offensive

Before the ground offensive began, coalition forces conducted furious aerial bombardment and artillery bombardment against Iraqi forward defensive positions likely to be encountered in the coming offensive, and against the “Saddam Line” along the Saudi-Kuwaiti and Saudi-Iraqi borders, so as to clear the way for the coming ground advance. At the same time, coalition forces conducted a successful campaign of operational deception and strategic repositioning. To conceal the true intentions behind the movement of the coalition’s main western-front strength, American and coalition forces concentrated a force of 17,000 Marines in the waters off Kuwait, conducting a mock amphibious landing exercise off the Kuwaiti coast, and spread deliberately false information suggesting that Marine forces had already begun a large-scale amphibious landing operation — effectively confusing and misleading Iraqi forces as a result. Meanwhile, the U.S. Seventh Corps and the U.S. Eighteenth Airborne Corps conducted a mobile repositioning operation, advancing 240 and 418 kilometers respectively west from the Saudi-Kuwaiti border. Having confirmed that Iraqi front-line strength had, by this point, suffered losses approaching 50 percent, and that Iraqi forces remained entirely unaware of this westward repositioning maneuver, coalition forces launched their ground offensive at four o’clock (local time) on February 24, 1991. Along a roughly 500-kilometer front spanning the Saudi-Kuwaiti and Saudi-Iraqi borders, arrayed from east to west, coalition forces deployed four campaign-level assault groups. The Arab-Islamic Forces Joint Command on the eastern front (comprising three task forces organized from the mechanized infantry forces of the six Gulf Cooperation Council states — Task Force Omar, Task Force Othman, and Task Force Bakr; Task Force Omar comprised the Saudi 10th Infantry Brigade, a UAE motorized infantry battalion, and an Omani motorized infantry battalion; Task Force Othman comprised the Saudi Royal 8th Mechanized Infantry Brigade, a Bahraini infantry company, and the Kuwaiti “Al-Fatah” Brigade; and Task Force Bakr comprised a Saudi National Guard motorized infantry brigade and a single mechanized battalion of Qatari armed forces) advanced north along the coast, tasked with capturing Kuwait City. The U.S. 1st Marine Expeditionary Force (comprising the 1st Marine Division, the 2nd Marine Division, and an attached brigade of the U.S. Army’s 2nd Armored Division) advanced north from the “elbow” of the Saudi-Kuwaiti border, tasked with capturing the Al Mutla Pass, cutting off the road connecting Kuwait City to northeastern Kuwait, and drawing the main body of Iraqi strength toward Kuwait City itself. The Arab-Islamic Forces Joint Command on the northern front (comprising the Egyptian 3rd Mechanized Division, the Egyptian 4th Armored Division, the Syrian 9th Armored Division, a single Egyptian commando regiment, a single Syrian commando regiment, the Saudi Royal 20th Mechanized Infantry Brigade, the Saudi Royal 4th Armored Brigade, the Kuwaiti “Martyr” Brigade, and the “Liberation” force) advanced from the western sector of the Saudi-Kuwaiti border toward Al Jahra Air Base, tasked with coordinating with neighboring forces to annihilate Iraqi forces within Kuwaiti territory and to occupy Kuwait City. The U.S. Seventh Corps (comprising the 1st Infantry Division, the 1st Cavalry Division, the 1st Armored Division, and the 3rd Armored Division, together with the British 1st Armoured Division, the 2nd Armored Cavalry Regiment, and the 11th Aviation Brigade) conducted the coalition’s main axis of assault, deliberately avoiding the defensive lines Iraqi forces had constructed within Kuwaiti territory, advancing north and then northeast from west of the Wadi al-Batin, driving deep into the heart of Iraqi territory before then wheeling east, coordinating with the Eighteenth Airborne Corps on its own left flank to encircle and annihilate the Iraqi Republican Guard (roughly eight divisions in total) south of Basra. The U.S. Eighteenth Airborne Corps (comprising the 82nd Airborne Division, the 101st Air Assault Division, the 24th Mechanized Infantry Division, the French 6th Armored Division, a French armored regiment, and the 12th and 18th Aviation Brigades) conducted a supporting assault, crossing into Iraqi territory from the western sector of the Saudi-Kuwaiti border and advancing to the bank of the Euphrates River, securing control of Highway 8, which connected the region south of Al-Samawah to Baghdad, thereby isolating Iraqi forces still within Kuwaiti territory, and coordinating with the U.S. Seventh Corps in the annihilation of the Iraqi Republican Guard.

The offensive began with the U.S. 1st Marine Expeditionary Force leading the way; the Arab-Islamic Forces Joint Command on the eastern front then launched its own assault, with the support of coalition naval forces and amphibious forces in the Persian Gulf. The 1st Marine Division, belonging to the 1st Marine Expeditionary Force, quickly broke through the first and second Iraqi obstacle belts, continuing to press its advance toward Jaber Air Base. On this same day, this division also repelled several counterattacks by Iraqi armored forces. By the evening of the 24th, the 1st Marine Expeditionary Force had taken more than 8,000 Iraqi prisoners. At half past five, the 2nd Marine Division conducted obstacle-clearing operations, before launching its own assault on the left flank of the 1st Marine Division. In the southeast, forces of the coalition’s Eastern Command opened six separate lanes through the first Iraqi obstacle belt, and began advancing at eight o’clock, achieving their initial objectives before continuing to press northward, taking large numbers of Iraqi prisoners along the way. At sea, American naval battleships bombarded Kuwait City with their own guns, providing supporting fire for the ground offensive. To the west, the theater reserve force — the 1st Cavalry Division — continued to feint toward the Wadi al-Batin. This dry riverbed, forming the boundary between Kuwait and Iraq, was widely regarded by Iraqi forces as one of the coalition’s likely primary axes of assault. The Eighteenth Airborne Corps, too, launched a rapid, deep-penetration advance within its own assigned sector; the 101st Air Assault Division conducted a leapfrogging advance by helicopter, capturing objectives along the route toward the Euphrates River. This corps’ main axis of assault was directed toward the southwestern flank of the Iraqi obstacle belt. Within less than seven hours of the offensive’s launch, the French 6th Light Armored Division, with the support of the 82nd Airborne Division, had already captured its objectives, continuing to press its advance northward. The 24th Mechanized Division and the 3rd Armored Cavalry Regiment, positioned on the far right flank of the Eighteenth Airborne Corps, advanced together, crossing the line of departure for the offensive. On the first day of the offensive, the Eighteenth Airborne Corps captured roughly 2,500 Iraqi prisoners. The rapid advance of the 1st Marine Expeditionary Force, the coalition’s Eastern Command, and the Eighteenth Airborne Corps prompted the coalition’s own theater command to accelerate the timetable for the advance of its remaining forces as well. Owing to the smooth progress of the supporting axis of assault, the U.S. Seventh Corps crossed its own line of departure nearly fifteen hours ahead of schedule. Its own 1st Infantry Division, 1st Armored Division, and 3rd Armored Division, with the 2nd Armored Cavalry Regiment leading the way, crossed their own line of departure and advanced north, their own axis of advance happening to lie precisely west of the Wadi al-Batin, within Iraqi territory. On February 24, the Egyptian 3rd Mechanized Division, belonging to the coalition’s Northern Command, likewise launched its own offensive, but encountered fire obstacles Iraqi forces had established (trenches filled with burning oil). Concerned about the possibility of a counterattack from Iraqi armored forces, Egyptian forces established blocking positions along their own axis of advance.

On February 25, coalition forces continued pressing their advance northward. The 1st Marine Division completed its mission of capturing Jaber Air Base, and pressed sixteen kilometers into Kuwaiti territory. Two American Marine divisions conducted their assault amid a battlefield shrouded in thick smoke from burning oil wells, repelling repeated counterattacks by Iraqi armored forces and destroying or capturing roughly 200 Iraqi tanks. The 5th Marine Expeditionary Brigade began coming ashore from its amphibious vessels, serving as the reserve force for the 1st Marine Expeditionary Force. Forces of the coalition’s Northern Command, positioned in the center, coordinated with the Seventh Corps in continuing to press their advance northward. The Egyptian 3rd Division, too, continued its own northward assault, taking more than 1,500 Iraqi prisoners and capturing two tanks. Other coalition forces, including the Syrian 9th Armored Division, prepared to follow in support. Within the Seventh Corps’ own axis of advance, the British 1st Armoured Division, exploiting the breach the 1st Infantry Division had opened, entered the fighting and annihilated the Iraqi 12th Armored Division. The 1st and 3rd Armored Divisions, with the 2nd Armored Cavalry Regiment leading the way, continued their advance. The main strength of the Seventh Corps concentrated its own efforts on annihilating the Republican Guard. The Eighteenth Airborne Corps continued conducting supporting attacks, dividing Iraqi forces and cutting off their own transportation lines. The 1st Cavalry Division, serving as the theater’s own reserve force, was committed to the region where the three fronts converged. Beyond this, U.S. Marine forces conducted feinting maneuvers and diversionary strikes along the coastal region, tying down nearly ten Iraqi divisions positioned along the coast. Amphibious special task forces conducted assaults against Faylakah and Bubiyan Islands. At the same time, U.S. Marine helicopters conducted mock assault operations against the Kuwaiti coastline. These various operations further compounded the confusion within Iraqi supreme command, leaving Iraqi command and control effectively paralyzed. Having come under such intense and devastating assault, Iraqi forces began a large-scale withdrawal from the eastern Kuwait theater.

On February 26, coalition forces continued conducting operations ahead of their own original timetable, encountering only light resistance. Although the forces of the coalition’s own Eastern Command engaged in several fierce clashes with Iraqi forces, they nevertheless continued to make smooth progress, adjusting their own boundary lines of advance on two separate occasions and adding four further objectives to their own operational plan. By the evening of the 26th, this force had reached the very outskirts of Kuwait City. The 1st Marine Expeditionary Force encountered moderate resistance in the course of its own advance. The 1st Marine Division captured Kuwait International Airport — an engagement that continued until the airport was fully secured at half past three on the afternoon of February 26. The 2nd Marine Division captured Al Jahra and Mutla Ridge, securing control over the primary routes into and out of Kuwait City. The Seventh Corps pressed deep into Iraqi territory, attacking the theater-level reserve forces of the Iraqi Republican Guard’s own armored and mechanized units. At this point, the Seventh Corps wheeled to the right, redirecting the primary focus of its own offensive, with the British 1st Armoured Division continuing its own eastward advance along the Kuwaiti border, playing an important role in capturing and annihilating large numbers of Republican Guard troops. The Eighteenth Airborne Corps captured its own predetermined objectives, and the 24th Mechanized Division, having conducted a long-range 200-mile advance across desolate desert terrain, reached the Euphrates valley, completing the encirclement of Iraqi forces in southern Iraq and within the Kuwait theater. Although large numbers of Iraqi troops surrendered, some units continued to resist, engaging Seventh Corps forces in repeated clashes. With the support of air power and artillery, the Seventh Corps and Eighteenth Airborne Corps crushed these Iraqi units, taking large numbers of prisoners and destroying their equipment. By dusk on February 26, coalition forces had advanced several hundred kilometers into Iraqi territory, taking more than 30,000 Iraqi prisoners, and had annihilated or dealt devastating blows to twenty-six Iraqi divisions; Iraq’s own command and control system had been thoroughly disrupted, rendering its command structure entirely ineffective and forcing Iraqi forces into a general, comprehensive rout. The Eighteenth Airborne Corps secured the coalition’s own left flank, with the 101st Air Assault Division and the 24th Mechanized Division securing control of Highway 8. On the evening of February 26, coalition forces continued their advance. The Seventh Corps played the leading role in a coordinated assault against three Republican Guard mechanized divisions (the Tawakalna Division, the Medina Division, and the Hammurabi Division). At the very outset of this particular engagement, the 1st Infantry Division, positioned in the southern part of the corps’ own operational sector, executed an extremely difficult night maneuver, crossing over the 2nd Armored Cavalry Regiment’s own sector and quickly engaging Iraqi forces. North of the 1st Infantry Division, the 1st Cavalry Division advanced along the Seventh Corps’ own northernmost flank, guarding against the possibility of an Iraqi breakout in that direction. These attacks continued through the 27th. On February 27, coalition forces continued to expand upon their own gains, pursuing and finishing off the scattered, disintegrating remnants of Iraqi forces.

During this phase, Iraqi command structures had, by this point, broken down entirely, logistical resupply had ceased altogether, and Iraqi forces found themselves with no clear picture of the overall battlefield situation, repeatedly misjudging the coalition’s own primary axes of assault; Iraq’s own defensive system collapsed with remarkable speed, and Iraqi forces suffered catastrophic losses as a result. Although Iraq continued launching missiles against Saudi Arabia, Israel, and Bahrain, causing more than 100 American casualties, and laid 1,167 naval mines throughout the Gulf, damaging two American naval vessels, none of these efforts succeeded in reversing the overall trajectory of the war. On February 26, 1991, Saddam Hussein announced Iraq’s acceptance of a ceasefire, and Iraqi forces collapsed almost immediately thereafter. At eight o’clock on the morning of the 28th, coalition forces announced a halt to their own offensive operations, and the Gulf War, in its entirety, came to its final conclusion.

In the Gulf War, American forces suffered 390 killed, 3,336 wounded, twenty-one missing, and forty-five prisoners, and lost thirty-four aircraft, twenty-two helicopters, and thirty-five tanks, with two naval vessels damaged by mines; British forces suffered thirty-six killed, forty-three wounded, eight missing, and twelve prisoners, and lost seven aircraft; other coalition member states suffered only comparatively minor losses. Of the forty-three Iraqi army divisions deployed within the Kuwait theater, thirty-six to thirty-eight lost their combat effectiveness entirely, suffering 85,000 to 100,000 casualties, with 86,000 taken prisoner; Iraq lost 3,874 tanks, 1,450 armored vehicles, and 2,917 artillery pieces, and lost 324 aircraft (including 109 aircraft that had earlier been impounded by Iran), with 87 percent of Iraq’s own naval combat vessels either severely damaged or destroyed outright. Kuwait’s own direct wartime losses totaled $6 billion; Iraq’s total losses exceeded $200 billion; and the United States expended a combined total of $6 billion over the course of the war.



III. Commentary

The Gulf War stands as the first large-scale local war fought following the end of the Cold War, and offered an early demonstration of the characteristic features of high-technology warfare, with aerial bombardment operations assuming a dramatically elevated role and information-age equipment displaying formidable capability across the battlefield, emerging, in effect, as a genuine “force multiplier” for overall combat effectiveness — reflecting, more broadly, the beginning of warfare’s own transition from mechanized to information-based forms and styles of conflict. This particular battle case stands as an essential subject of study for the high- and mid-level commanders of our own armed forces.

(1) Firmly Securing and Holding the Strategic Initiative Was the Key Factor Behind Coalition Victory

The strategic initiative represents an armed force’s own freedom of action — the very lifeblood of military operations. Over the course of the Gulf War, the American-led multinational coalition, through a sustained series of proactive measures, maintained the strategic initiative from beginning to end. This was reflected, above all, in the following ways: in terms of the timing of operations, the coalition struck whenever it judged the moment right; in terms of the methods of operations, the coalition employed whatever tactics it judged most effective; and in terms of the overall progression of the war, the coalition determined for itself precisely how far and how quickly to press its own advantage. American operations, moreover, were conducted over a comparatively short period of time, at a rapid operational tempo, with comparatively modest casualties, and achieved genuinely excellent overall results. The coalition adopted the following broad strategy to seize and hold the strategic initiative. First, isolating Iraq politically while intensifying preparations for the coming war. As early as the latter half of 1989, U.S. Central Command had already redirected the focus of its own strategic planning away from confronting a potential Soviet invasion of Iran, toward confronting a potential Iraqi invasion of Kuwait instead. By the time the Gulf crisis actually broke out, contingency plans for precisely such a scenario had, for the most part, already been largely completed. Central Command had even organized and conducted a crisis simulation exercise, in the summer of 1990, specifically designed to test these newly developed contingency plans, and had revised these plans further in light of problems identified during the course of this exercise. Following Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, the United States actively adjusted its own broader Gulf policy, employing political pressure, economic sanctions, military blockade, diplomatic isolation, and various other measures, so as to compel Iraq to withdraw its forces from Kuwait. On the one hand, the United States actively reinforced its own military presence in the region, accelerating the deployment of ground forces there. Between August 7, 1990, and early February 1991, American forces conducted a three-phase troop buildup, successively deploying substantial forces from the American homeland and from Europe, so that total American strength in the Gulf region ultimately reached more than 500,000 troops. On the other hand, the United States intensified its own diplomatic outreach to other nations around the world, seeking to secure broad international support and forming an anti-Iraq coalition, ultimately securing the participation of military forces from thirty-eight separate nations, together with substantial financial assistance from many further nations besides. This gave the United States ample time, before the war began, to complete its own necessary preparations, providing an essential precondition for the coalition’s own ability to seize and hold the strategic initiative once the war actually broke out. Second, in terms of the overall style of the campaign, the coalition placed particular emphasis on aerial combat operations. In the course of the war, American forces, guided consistently by considerations of genuine operational effectiveness, carefully managed the transition between the war’s successive phases, refusing to be distracted or drawn off course by Iraq’s own repeated attempts to provoke a premature ground engagement, and made the fullest possible use of the advantages air power offered, extending the originally planned seven-to-ten-day aerial bombardment campaign to a full thirty-eight days instead. This large-scale sustained aerial bombardment campaign paralyzed Iraq’s own early-warning radar system, its command and communication system, and its navigation and control systems, effectively leaving Iraq both blind and deaf, severely degrading Iraq’s own overall capacity to sustain the war effort, striking devastating blows against Iraqi forces and undermining their will to resist, while inflicting only comparatively modest casualties on coalition ground forces themselves, and rendering the limited technical weaponry available to Iraqi forces essentially useless in response. As Sun Tzu himself observed: “Now the shape of the earth is of the greatest assistance in war. Having estimated the enemy’s strength, and having calculated the distances and the degree of difficulty of the terrain, to control victory is the mark of the superior general. He who fights with full knowledge of these factors is certain to win; he who fights without such knowledge is certain to be defeated.” Having lost its own command and control centers, its strategic weapons bases, its key airfields and ports, and its logistical and equipment support bases, Iraq found itself deprived of any genuine capacity to secure command of the air, command of the sea, or command of the electromagnetic spectrum, and, having lost the support of its own people and its own troops’ fighting spirit, found itself, as a direct consequence, entirely stripped of the strategic initiative on the battlefield as well. Third, in terms of the conduct of campaign-level operations, the coalition adopted a strategy built primarily around continuous, around-the-clock operations, with nighttime combat playing a particularly prominent role. American forces equipped virtually every combat aircraft and every individual soldier’s personal weaponry with modern night-vision equipment, fundamentally transforming the conditions under which nighttime combat could be conducted, and leaving American nighttime combat capability far exceeding that of Iraq. Whether in “Operation Desert Storm” or “Operation Desert Sabre,” the American-led coalition consistently chose to begin operations at night, sustaining continuous operations around the clock, giving Iraqi forces no opportunity whatsoever to catch their breath.

Facing this overwhelming isolation and disparity in strength, Iraq consistently pursued a strategy of protracted delay, hoping to trade time for space, transforming its own passive position into an active one, and striving to secure an outcome ultimately favorable to itself. Before the outbreak of the Gulf War, the central focus of Iraq’s own delaying strategy lay in preparing for a defensive engagement. In response to the American buildup of substantial forces in the Gulf region, Iraq, too, began preparations of its own, reinforcing its own troop strength, with particular emphasis placed on defending Kuwait. By early February 1991, Iraq had essentially completed the expansion and deployment of its own forces, deploying thirty-five divisions — roughly 540,000 troops in total — within the Kuwait theater. Along the Saudi-Kuwaiti and Saudi-Iraqi borders, Iraq constructed the “Saddam Line,” a defensive system stretching some 240 kilometers in length, with a depth of seven to eight kilometers, comprising a wide array of fortifications, trenches, and multiple layers of defensive obstacles. Although Iraqi forces devoted a prolonged period of time to these defensive preparations, this defensive system nevertheless reflected the underlying weaknesses of Iraq’s own preparations: the overall coherence of this defensive line, for instance, proved comparatively weak, with Iraq placing particular emphasis on constructing fortifications along its front facing Saudi Arabia, while the defensive works along the several-hundred-kilometer eastern stretch of the Saudi-Iraqi border remained comparatively underdeveloped, and, in certain sectors, entirely absent. Iraq also gave insufficient attention to questions of logistical resupply, so that, once the Gulf War actually broke out and Iraq’s own supply lines were severed by the coalition’s own large-scale aerial bombardment campaign, Iraqi forces found themselves suffering severe shortages of ammunition, food, and drinking water alike — a state of affairs that seriously undermined their own overall combat effectiveness. Once the Gulf War had actually broken out, the essential core of Iraq’s own delaying strategy shifted toward attempting to exhaust American strength through protracted conflict. And yet, because Iraq had seriously underestimated the kind of operations the United States might undertake under modern, high-technology conditions, and had failed to accurately anticipate American conduct, Iraq consistently clung to the hope of forcing a decisive ground engagement against American forces, relying on its own powerful ground forces and its own advantage of fighting on familiar home terrain — and, as a result, found itself entirely without an effective response once American forces began conducting operations Iraq itself had never anticipated. In particular, Iraq committed one strategic and campaign-level command error after another, consistently misjudging the coalition’s own operational plan, its primary axis of assault, its chosen operational methods, and the timing of its coming offensive, and failed, moreover, to adjust its own dispositions or its own tactical approach in a timely fashion — leaving Iraqi forces trapped, from beginning to end, in a fundamentally passive position. As Mao Zedong himself observed, in his own essay “On Protracted War”: “Freedom of action is the very life of an army, and once this freedom is lost, an army loses as well its liberty; it stands in danger of defeat or of extermination.” In future local conflicts fought under information-age conditions, in which the contest to seize the strategic initiative will remain, at its core, a fundamentally zero-sum struggle, the question of how to make effective use of one’s own particular advantages while avoiding one’s own technological disadvantages, so as to seize and hold the strategic initiative, remains a matter genuinely deserving of our own careful and continued study.

(2) Aerial Assault and Counter-Assault Operations Emerged as the Primary Mode of Combat in the Gulf War

In wars fought before the Gulf War, air power had typically served chiefly as a supporting force, providing assistance to ground force operations, and its overall influence on the broader course and outcome of a given war had, correspondingly, remained comparatively limited. In the Gulf War, by contrast, aerial bombardment operations emerged as the primary mode of combat the coalition employed. Reflecting after the war on the lessons of this particular conflict, American forces concluded that precision-guided munitions launched from the air proved considerably more effective than those launched from the ground, and that, for an adversary with comparatively weak air-defense capability, American air power represented the single most decisive advantage available in any urgent military operation. On the whole, the coalition’s own aerial bombardment campaign displayed the following distinctive characteristics. First, the campaign was conducted over a genuinely extended period of time, on a massive scale, and with tremendous intensity. The coalition sustained its own aerial bombardment campaign for a full thirty-eight days, while the subsequent ground campaign lasted only four days — a ratio of roughly 9.5 to 1 between the two phases. Coalition forces concentrated, on average, more than 2,000 aircraft sorties per day, with as many as 3,000-plus sorties on certain days, employing high-precision, high-efficiency weapons systems to conduct devastating aerial strikes that essentially destroyed Iraq’s own capacity to sustain the war effort and its overall military strength, inflicting casualties exceeding 40 percent on Iraqi ground forces, leaving nearly half of all Iraqi divisions stripped of any remaining combat effectiveness, inflicting losses exceeding 30 percent on the Iraqi air force and exceeding 90 percent on the Iraqi navy, and effectively isolating Iraq’s own ground forces within the Kuwait theater from any meaningful outside support. Second, the campaign placed particular emphasis on striking important strategic locations and key points. In order to destroy Iraq’s own air-defense system and its capacity to mount an effective strategic counteroffensive, to paralyze its C3I system, and to weaken the country’s own overall capacity to sustain the war effort and the combat effectiveness of its armed forces, coalition forces selected twelve broad categories of targets for aerial bombardment, including Iraqi leadership and command facilities, power stations, telecommunications and C3I network nodes, air-defense systems, nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons research, production, and storage facilities, “Scud” missile launchers and missile storage depots, petroleum refining and transport facilities, rail lines and bridges, air force units and airfields, naval forces and port facilities, army units, and military-industrial production and storage facilities. Third, the tactics employed in the aerial campaign proved genuinely flexible and varied. Coalition forces employed nighttime assault tactics, medium- and high-altitude penetration tactics, coordinated multi-role aircraft operations, and the extensive deployment of decoy tactics designed to draw out Iraqi defenses. Making full use of advanced night-vision equipment and their own considerable nighttime combat capability, coalition forces adopted nighttime assault tactics that dramatically increased the concealment and surprise of their own operations. Following the launch of the first wave of the bombing campaign, Iraqi forces remained entirely unaware that they were under attack at all, and it was not until F-117A stealth aircraft had already penetrated to the city of Baghdad itself that Iraqi forces finally realized the coalition’s own aerial campaign had, in fact, already begun. Over the course of this bombing campaign, coalition forces also employed different attack tactics tailored to different categories of targets. For bridges, aircraft shelters, and other similar targets, coalition forces relied chiefly on air-to-surface missiles and precision-guided munitions; for armored formations, missile positions, defensive fortifications, and other similar targets, coalition forces instead relied on conventional or cluster munitions. This approach allowed each different type of combat force and weapon system to play to its own particular strengths in accomplishing its own assigned mission, while simultaneously coordinating effectively with one another, compensating for each other’s own particular technical and operational shortcomings and limitations, and together forming a genuinely powerful, integrated overall combat capability. The coalition’s own aerial bombardment campaign inflicted tremendous difficulty on Iraq’s own air-defense operations, and successfully achieved the coalition’s own predetermined strategic and campaign-level objectives.

Statistics on Attacking Force Strength Committed against Different Target Types (January 17, 1991)




	Target Type
	Aircraft Types and Numbers
	Percentage (%)





	Airfields
	R-1: 4; A-7: 4; F-16: 56
	30.5



	Petroleum
	F-16: 20
	9.5



	Telecommunications/C3
	F-16: 12; B-52: 5
	8



	Strategic Air Defense
	A-10: 24; F/A-18: 24
	23



	Electric Power
	B-52: 3
	1.4



	Surface-to-Surface Missiles
	F-16: 16
	7.6



	Surface-to-Air Missiles
	F-16: 36; F/A-18: 6
	20





Before the war, Iraq had established a comparatively well-developed, integrated system for countering aerial assault, comprising detection and early-warning capability, interception and strike capability, command and control systems, and ground-based protective and camouflage facilities. Over the course of the war, however, because Iraq adopted a fundamentally passive defensive posture, and because it lacked genuine electronic countermeasure capability of its own, employing rigid and unimaginative air-defense tactics, Iraq’s own integrated air-defense system proved unable to function effectively. Dmitri Yazov, the former Soviet Defense Minister, reflecting on the lessons the Soviet Union itself ought to draw from the Gulf War, remarked that Iraq’s own air-defense system had, in the great majority of situations, proven entirely ineffective. It may fairly be said that Iraq’s own air-defense operations ended in total and complete failure. Over the course of the war, Iraqi ground-based radar, subjected to intense electronic jamming and anti-radiation missile attacks, either dared not activate at all, or, once activated, quickly came under attack and was destroyed. Within three days of the war’s outbreak, the proportion of Iraqi radar systems still actively operating had already fallen to a mere 10 percent of the level seen on the first day of the war. Over the course of the entire war, Iraq managed to shoot down only thirty-nine coalition combat aircraft, and never once succeeded in shooting down a single enemy aircraft in the course of direct aerial combat. According to available reports, of Iraq’s own combat aircraft, which flew more than forty sorties per day on average (including support sorties), only four days saw genuinely active operations. By the ninth day of the war, Iraq had already halted flight operations entirely, and by the tenth day, had begun relocating part of its remaining aircraft to Iran instead, with some aircraft shot down even in the course of this attempted escape. Iraq’s own surface-to-air missiles, too, proved considerably less effective than anticipated. According to information later disclosed by the U.S. Navy, the great majority of Iraqi air-defense missiles were launched without any genuine guidance capability whatsoever, and their overall interception effectiveness proved extremely poor. Of the four coalition aircraft the United States announced as having been shot down on January 19, only one was actually shot down by a surface-to-air missile. By the war’s end, Iraqi surface-to-air missiles had shot down only ten coalition combat aircraft in total (including a single helicopter) — accounting for a mere 25 percent of the coalition’s own total aircraft losses. Anti-aircraft artillery, too, played a certain role, though its overall effectiveness likewise proved extremely limited, owing to the outdated nature of Iraq’s own weapons and equipment. In the early stages of the aerial bombardment campaign, of the four coalition aircraft shot down, three were shot down by Iraqi anti-aircraft artillery. In the later stages of the campaign, the great majority of further coalition aircraft losses, too, were attributable to anti-aircraft artillery fire. Over the first ten days of the air campaign, all five British “Tornado” aircraft lost were shot down by anti-aircraft artillery fire while flying at low altitude (roughly 100 meters). In the later stages of the campaign, as Iraq’s own air-defense system suffered continued destruction, and as Iraqi early-warning radar and missile fire-control radar systems grew increasingly reluctant to activate for fear of being targeted, coalition forces adjusted their own tactics accordingly, shifting from low-altitude to medium- and high-altitude bombing, with bombing altitudes typically exceeding 6,000 meters, and placing growing emphasis on nighttime strikes as well. Under these circumstances, the effectiveness of Iraqi anti-aircraft artillery declined correspondingly, and, by the later stages of the war, Iraq’s own air-defense forces had achieved virtually no meaningful results whatsoever. Because Iraq lost command of the air from the very outset of the war, and remained, throughout the entire conflict, in a fundamentally passive position, absorbing one blow after another with no genuine capacity to respond effectively, the war ultimately ended in catastrophic Iraqi defeat. Of course, Iraq did achieve a certain degree of success in the realm of air defense as well — constructing, for instance, extensive hardened shelters in anticipation of the enemy’s own air superiority and high-technology advantages, camouflaging these shelters meticulously, “concealing its own troops nine layers beneath the earth,” which played a considerable role in preserving Iraqi strength in the early stages of the war; Iraq also made extensive use of decoy missiles, decoy aircraft, and decoy tanks equipped to emit false infrared and heat signatures, deliberately mixing the genuine with the false, repeatedly deceiving coalition forces as a result, and causing coalition forces to expend and waste substantial quantities of high-technology weaponry — measures that succeeded, to a certain degree, in disrupting and confusing coalition forces, and in helping preserve Iraq’s own remaining combat strength. The practical experience of this war makes clear that, in future high-technology local wars, the struggle for aerial assault and counter-assault superiority in the war’s opening phase will occupy an extraordinarily important place, and may well prove decisive in determining the war’s ultimate outcome. For the defending side, the question of how to preserve a nation’s own capacity to sustain the war effort, maintain uninterrupted command and communication links, and enhance the survivability of its own forces remains an extraordinarily difficult and challenging task.

(3) The Influence of Advanced Weapons Systems — Information-Age Weaponry in Particular — on the Course and Outcome of War Grew Considerably More Pronounced

The Gulf War stands as the first local war, since the end of the Second World War, in which the largest quantity and the most technologically advanced high-technology weapons and equipment were deployed. This high-technology weaponry and equipment served as the crucial material and technical foundation sustaining the entire war effort, fundamentally transforming the overall offensive and defensive dynamics and combat styles of the conflict, accelerating its overall pace, and shaping its ultimate outcome. According to incomplete statistics, coalition forces employed more than 500 distinct high-technology capabilities developed since the 1980s over the course of the Gulf War, with the United States alone employing more than 100 distinct categories of high-technology weaponry — including precision-guided munitions, stealth aircraft, various military satellites, advanced night-vision equipment, C3I systems, tactical missile defense systems, electronic-warfare weapons, and global positioning systems, among others. Reflecting after the war on the lessons of this particular conflict, American military leaders concluded that the United States needed to continue developing new high-technology weapons systems while simultaneously preventing the proliferation of this same technology to other nations, so as to ensure that the United States maintained a persistent, one-generation technological advantage in weapons systems over any potential adversary. The coalition’s extensive deployment of advanced new weaponry, making the fullest possible use of its own high-technology advantages, allowed it to conduct intelligence warfare, stealth warfare, precision-guided warfare, and electronic warfare against Iraq, effectively integrating these various different modes of combat operation together, and dramatically enhancing overall combat effectiveness as a result.

In terms of intelligence warfare, a wide array of high-technology reconnaissance methods provided coalition forces with timely, reliable, and accurate intelligence, giving coalition forces a decisive advantage from the very outset. In terms of stealth warfare, over the course of the war, the F-117A stealth aircraft flew only just over 1 percent of the coalition’s own total combat sorties, and yet accounted for fully 40 percent of all strategic targets struck, achieving a remarkable success rate of 80 percent. The “Tomahawk” cruise missile, and the GBU-24 and GBU-27 laser-guided precision bombs, all made their first-ever appearance in actual combat during this particular war.

Above all, in the realm of electronic warfare, the coalition held an overwhelming and decisive advantage, securing genuine command over what might be described as the “fourth dimension” of the battlefield. As Soviet General Nikolai Slavov, chief editor of the work Local Wars, Past and Present, observed: “The application of electronic-warfare equipment has, by this point, become one of the most important components of both the preparation for and the conduct of combat operations.” First, electronic reconnaissance. Coalition forces made full use of a diverse array of electronic reconnaissance platforms and methods spanning land, sea, air, space, and the electromagnetic spectrum alike, achieving multi-platform, multi-method, comprehensive, and uninterrupted reconnaissance coverage. Coalition forces employed as many as thirty-four active and passive electronic reconnaissance satellites, together with more than 300 electronic reconnaissance and surveillance aircraft. In terms of ground-based reconnaissance alone, American forces deployed thirty-nine radio monitoring stations, eight electronic reconnaissance battalions, five to seven electronic-warfare intelligence companies, and eleven aviation and armored reconnaissance squadrons throughout the Gulf region — some 13,000 personnel in total. Through this comprehensive combination of ground-based and airborne electronic reconnaissance capability, coalition forces obtained a wealth of genuinely valuable intelligence concerning Iraqi force dispositions and the configuration and technical performance characteristics of Iraqi radar and communication systems. Second, electronic jamming. Before the war, American forces established strategic electronic jamming networks in Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and Israel, and deployed more than eighty dedicated electronic-warfare aircraft throughout the Gulf region, establishing a comprehensive, multi-layered, three-dimensional electronic jamming system directed against Iraq. Over a period spanning roughly ninety-plus hours — from twenty-three hours before the aerial bombardment campaign began to three days after it began — American forces employed ground-based jamming stations and high-power shipboard transmitters to conduct large-scale, high-intensity, comprehensive suppressive jamming against Iraqi radio communications across every frequency band, thereby minimizing the effectiveness of Iraq’s own C3I system and its surface-to-air missile and early-warning guidance radar and other air-defense equipment, and reducing the loss rate suffered by coalition aircraft in the initial wave of the bombing campaign to zero. Third, electronic destruction. In the course of the aerial offensive campaign, coalition forces first employed air-launched tactical decoys to lure Iraqi radar into activating and Iraqi surface-to-air missiles into firing, before using airborne radar and early-warning systems to precisely locate Iraqi ground-based radar installations, and then launching “HARM” anti-radiation missiles and “Maverick” air-to-surface missiles to strike and destroy Iraqi radar installations. American Defense Intelligence Agency Director, Vice Admiral James Long [sic — likely referring to a specific American military intelligence official], observed that, in the face of American electronic-warfare capability, the Iraqi air force proved “manifestly incapable of putting up any meaningful fight.” In an electronic-warfare operation codenamed “Snow White,” Iraqi radar screens displayed nothing but an expanse of white “snow,” or else thousands upon thousands of false targets; in the later stages of the war, once coalition forces had accepted a ceasefire, some Iraqi front-line units, remarkably, remained entirely unaware that the war had already ended. This war makes clear that electronic superiority has, by this point, become the true “commanding heights” of the modern battlefield, and that any military force possessing only limited electronic-warfare capability of its own will find it extremely difficult to bring its own overall combat strength to bear effectively in any future high-technology conflict.

(4) Modern High-Technology Warfare Places Considerably Higher Demands on Logistical Equipment and Support Capability

High-technology warfare is characterized by its short duration, its rapid pace, its ferocity, its comparatively modest casualties, and its extraordinarily high rate of resource consumption — all of which place considerably higher demands on logistical equipment and support capability than earlier forms of warfare. Whether manpower and equipment could be delivered to the front in a timely fashion, and whether logistical resupply could keep pace with operational demands, would exert a decisive influence on the overall course and outcome of the war. The U.S. Department of Defense, reflecting after the war on the logistical operations conducted during the Gulf War, observed that, despite the genuinely difficult conditions involved, the logistical support provided during “Operation Desert Shield” and “Operation Desert Storm” was conducted with remarkable efficiency and achieved truly extraordinary results. First, the speed with which logistical operations were secured proved genuinely impressive. The moment President Bush issued the order to deploy forces to the Gulf, General William “Gus” Pagonis [sic — likely a reference error; actual U.S. Army logistics commander was Lieutenant General William G. Pagonis], the officer responsible for logistical resupply, together with the various systems and elements under his own command, responded with remarkable speed. Within just a few hours, the logistical command structure for the entire Gulf theater, under Pagonis’s own overall command, had already been established. Within less than twenty-four hours, the combat supply ship Savannah and other naval vessels were already accompanying the Independence carrier battle group toward the Saudi Arabian coast. At the same time, the logistical department of the U.S. Army’s 24th Mechanized Division had already dispatched eighteen fully loaded trailer trucks of supplies to reinforce the division at its garrison in Fort Stewart. Shortly afterward, a further 378 truckloads of supplies were delivered to this same division within an extremely short span of time. Within just forty-eight hours of the order to deploy forces to the Gulf, the U.S. Navy’s own logistical forces had already completed the readiness preparations for their first wave of vessels. Before January 15, 1991, over the course of just five months, coalition forces transported a combined total of 730,000 troops (including 430,000 American troops), more than 8,000,000 tons of supplies (including more than 6,000,000 tons transported by American forces), 3,670 tanks (including 2,000 American tanks), 2,270 aircraft (including 1,800 American aircraft), 200 naval vessels (including more than 100 American vessels), and vast quantities of artillery pieces, transport vehicles, and other equipment, facilities, and supplies to the war zone, establishing an unbroken and continuous supply line, ensuring that coalition forces were able, in a timely fashion, to establish an integrated five-dimensional offensive posture against Iraq, spanning land, sea, air, space, and the electromagnetic spectrum alike. Second, the effectiveness of forward-deployed logistical support proved genuinely impressive as well. On the eve of the ground offensive, logistical departments had already concealed and rapidly transported a wide array of supplies and equipment to predetermined forward staging areas throughout the theater, and had established ammunition depots, fuel stations, maintenance stations, and medical aid stations there as well. When American forces made a sudden, last-minute change to their own assault deployment, logistical departments swiftly dispatched substantial numbers of transport vehicles and helicopters, rapidly moving heavily armed and equipped units, together with their own accompanying supplies and equipment, from eastern to western Saudi Arabia, thereby ensuring that these forces could launch a rapid, well-timed assault as originally planned. In the course of the ground fighting itself, in order to divide and isolate Iraqi forces, American logistical support forces used 300 helicopters to transport more than 4,000 personnel of the 101st Air Assault Division and the 82nd Airborne Division, together with their own necessary supplies and equipment, deep into southern Iraq — thereby providing timely and effective support for American forces’ own deep-penetration operations into southern Iraqi territory. Third, the overall quality of logistical equipment and support proved genuinely high as well. One study found that, beyond other assigned duties, logistical personnel over the course of the war maintained fifty-one major weapons systems, keeping their overall quality at or above required maintenance standards. American forces also mobilized more than 100 transport vessels to urgently transport vast quantities of equipment, supplies, and fuel to the Gulf region, quickly establishing military supply depots within Saudi Arabia, and established a comprehensive, integrated mobile medical support system comprising hospital ships, fleet hospitals, field hospitals, and “deployable medical systems”; the advanced field water-supply equipment deployed was even capable of providing safe drinking water under conditions of chemical contamination; American forces established fuel resupply stations and fuel transport convoys, and established forward-area refueling stations as well; American forces adopted “combat ration” meal packages, offering twelve different meal options, and equipped individual soldiers with flameless ration heaters, allowing them to heat their own meals even while on the march; American Army units were issued new, lightweight, breathable desert combat uniforms and desert combat boots; every soldier was equipped with protective chemical-warfare suits and gas masks, with individual equipment valued at as much as $1,700 per soldier. This outstanding American logistical equipment and support capability laid a genuinely solid material foundation for the coalition’s own military operations against Iraq.

This successful logistical equipment and support capability allowed the American-led multinational coalition to secure a swift, decisive victory in this high-technology, high-consumption conflict of a genuinely distinctive character; by the same token, Iraq’s own lack of robust, effective logistical support directly contributed to the rapid decline in Iraqi combat effectiveness and morale alike. Iraqi logistical forces proved capable neither of rapid response nor of effective support. By the time Saddam Hussein learned that the logistical supply lines sustaining Iraqi forces in Kuwait had already been severed, that Iraq’s largest ammunition depot in the Kuwait theater had already been destroyed, that Iraqi front-line forces were already running dangerously low on ammunition, food, and water, and that the greater part of Iraq’s own rear-area logistical capability had, by this point, already been destroyed, he had no choice but to announce a ceasefire. It is clear, then, that the absence of timely, effective logistical equipment and support capability, and the absence of rapid-response capability in logistical operations more broadly, stand as a genuinely painful and instructive lesson underlying Iraq’s own defeat in this war.







Chapter 25: The Afghanistan War (October 7 – December 24, 2001)

The Afghanistan War was a war launched by the United States, in the aftermath of the September 11 attacks, under the banner of counterterrorism, aimed at avenging these attacks and striking at the Taliban regime in Afghanistan and Osama bin Laden’s al-Qaeda organization — an operation codenamed “Operation Enduring Freedom.” The war began on October 7, 2001, and the primary combat operations concluded on December 24 of that same year, lasting seventy-eight days in all. The Afghanistan War stands as the first high-technology war of the early 21st century, displaying pronounced characteristics of information-age warfare, and stands, at the same time, as a genuinely distinctive example of asymmetric warfare. Studying this particular battle case, alongside the Gulf War and the Iraq War, remains essential reading for the high- and mid-level commanders of our own armed forces, and carries genuinely important reference value for our own understanding of high-technology local warfare under modern conditions.


I. Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

Afghanistan lies in west-central Asia, bordered to the north by Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan, to the west by Iran, and to the south and east by Pakistan, with a narrow strip of territory extending northeast (the Wakhan Corridor) bordering China. Covering an area of roughly 650,000 square kilometers, with a population of roughly 20,000,000, Afghanistan occupies a strategically important inland corridor connecting the Middle East and the Far East, earning it the description “the bridge of the Middle East.” This distinctive geographic position has, since ancient times, made Afghanistan a perennial object of contention among the great powers. Alexander the Great of ancient Macedon conquered Afghanistan in antiquity; later, Persians, Mongols, and Turks successively invaded the country, leaving Afghanistan mired in more than a thousand years of near-continuous conflict. From the mid-18th century onward, British colonial forces and Tsarist Russia engaged in fierce rivalry over Afghanistan. Tsarist Russia consistently coveted Afghanistan, regarding it as the essential route by which Russia might extend its own influence southward to the Indian Ocean and secure access to an ice-free port. Britain, for its part, regarded Afghanistan as a crucial buffer safeguarding British colonial rule over India, and occupied Afghanistan for nearly a full century. Following the Second World War, the United States and the Soviet Union, the world’s two rival superpowers, continued this contest over Afghanistan for a further half-century, each driven by its own broader ambitions for global influence. In 1979, seeking to secure an overland route through Afghanistan toward the Indian Ocean, and to gain control over the strategically vital oil resources of the Persian Gulf, the Soviet Union launched a sudden invasion of Afghanistan, subjecting the country to a full decade of military occupation. It was not until February 15, 1989, that Soviet forces finally withdrew from Afghanistan entirely.

Following the end of the Cold War, Central Asia and the Caspian Sea region, owing to their abundant oil and natural gas reserves, emerged as new “hotspots” of international geopolitics, and Afghanistan, too, once again became a strategically significant focus of great-power attention, owing to its own proximity to Central Asia. In September 1996, Afghanistan’s own anti-government Taliban movement captured the capital, Kabul, establishing a Taliban government — though this government never received formal international recognition. At the same time, the anti-Taliban coalition established its own political center in northern Afghanistan. In the years that followed, the Taliban government and the various armed factions of the anti-Taliban coalition became locked in a civil war lasting a full five years, with repeated mediation efforts by the United Nations and the broader international community failing to achieve any lasting resolution.

Following the September 11 attacks, American President George W. Bush declared that these attacks constituted “an act of war,” and the entire country immediately launched a thorough investigation into the perpetrators responsible. On September 14 and 15, both houses of the U.S. Congress passed resolutions authorizing President Bush to employ “all necessary and appropriate force” against those nations, organizations, and individuals responsible for planning, authorizing, committing, or aiding the terrorist attacks, or who had harbored such persons or organizations. Having determined that al-Qaeda, led by Osama bin Laden, bore primary responsibility for the September 11 attacks, the American government demanded that the Taliban regime in Afghanistan, which had long harbored al-Qaeda, hand bin Laden over to American custody — a demand the Taliban refused. The United States declared that, should the Taliban refuse to hand over bin Laden, it would use military force against the Taliban to compel compliance, and began military preparations for a retaliatory strike against al-Qaeda and its Afghan “protector.” The Taliban, for its part, declared that it stood ready, at any moment, to wage “holy war” against the United States. On September 25, U.S. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld announced the launch of “Operation Enduring Freedom,” and the Afghanistan War had begun.

The United States’ Strategic Plan: Shortly after the September 11 terrorist attacks, American leaders declared that these attacks constituted an act of war, explicitly raising the banner of counterterrorism, and describing the coming conflict as both “a long and difficult war” and “an entirely new kind of war.” Before the war actually began, American military operations against Afghanistan were planned primarily around the objective of retaliation; at this particular stage, America’s own strategic objective was to capture bin Laden, eliminate the terrorist threat he posed, and restore the confidence of the American public, while simultaneously implementing, at home, the most rigorous homeland defense measures adopted since the attack on Pearl Harbor — a domestic defensive operation codenamed “Operation Noble Eagle.” As the war unfolded and developed, American strategic objectives gradually shifted, expanding beyond merely defeating al-Qaeda and its protector, the Taliban government, and capturing al-Qaeda’s own leader, bin Laden, along with the Taliban’s spiritual leader, Mullah Omar, to encompass a broader ambition of extending American military influence into the traditional “power vacuum” of Central Asia as well, seeking to establish control over Afghanistan and its surrounding region, so as to more effectively and forcefully construct American military hegemony for the new century.

The Taliban’s Strategic Plan: The Taliban declared that its war against the United States constituted “a war to defend Islamic civilization,” and “a war fought over matters of ideology.” Given the considerable backwardness of Afghanistan’s own military strength, and its genuine inability to mount any effective resistance against the overwhelming power of American air strikes, the Taliban’s own strategic plan called for exploiting Afghanistan’s own complex mountainous terrain, allowing American forces to penetrate deep into the country before employing its own preferred guerrilla tactics to wear down and ultimately eliminate the American threat, engaging in a protracted struggle and ultimately driving American forces out of the country entirely. At the same time, the Taliban sought to deter American action through the threat of fresh, large-scale terrorist attacks, hoping to make the United States hesitant to act rashly. As a member of the broader Arab and Islamic world, the Taliban regime worked vigorously to portray this war as a Muslim holy war against the “Crusaders,” hoping to use shared religious identity among Muslims as a unifying bond to expand the broader anti-American coalition.

American and Allied Force Deployment: The United States and its allied coalition partners deployed a combined total of roughly 80,000 troops throughout the region surrounding Afghanistan, with American forces alone numbering more than 50,000. Of these, ground forces numbered roughly 25,000, comprising chiefly the Army’s 10th Mountain Division, Green Berets, Delta Force, Army Rangers, the 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment, Navy SEALs, and U.S. Air Force special operations forces, among others; American air power comprised roughly 900 aircraft of various types (550 Navy and Air Force combat aircraft, 120 support aircraft, and nearly 200 helicopters), together with six B-2 stealth strategic bombers standing by on the American mainland; American naval forces comprised four carrier battle groups built around the aircraft carriers Enterprise and Carl Vinson, together with two amphibious ready groups built around the Peleliu, and a combined total of twenty-three vessels of various types. British forces deployed a combined total of more than 4,400 troops to the Gulf region, with ground forces comprising chiefly the 1st Armoured Division, the 4th Armoured Brigade, and part of the Royal Army’s Special Air Service; British air power comprised roughly 110 aircraft of various types; and British naval forces comprised twenty-four vessels of various types. Canada deployed more than 1,550 troops to the Gulf region, together with six combat aircraft of various types and three naval vessels of various types. NATO also deployed six naval vessels to the eastern Mediterranean.

Taliban Force Deployment: The Taliban regime controlled virtually every major city in Afghanistan, together with roughly 90 percent of the country’s total territory, with a combined total military strength of more than 50,000 troops. Taliban forces possessed 250 combat aircraft, several dozen armed helicopters, roughly 650 tanks, and an undetermined number of short-range air-defense missiles. The Taliban also maintained a transport fleet of more than 1,000 small Toyota pickup trucks, capable of transporting 6,000 troops with considerable speed through Afghanistan’s mountainous terrain. Beyond this, Osama bin Laden’s own al-Qaeda organization maintained a force of roughly 10,000 armed personnel, including the so-called “055 Brigade,” comprising more than 5,000 radicalized Muslim extremists.



II. The Course of the Campaign

The Afghanistan War began on October 7, 2001, and concluded on December 24 of that same year. The war may be divided into three distinct phases.

Phase One: Precision Aerial Strikes against Taliban Defensive Installations, and Taliban and al-Qaeda Forces and Training Camps (October 7–19)

At 20:57 local time on October 7, American and British naval and air forces began conducting aerial strikes against Afghanistan. American and British forces first launched fifty “Tomahawk” cruise missiles against targets throughout Afghan territory, successfully striking thirty-one of these targets, including Taliban command and control centers, missile bases, anti-aircraft artillery positions, military airfields and runways, ground forces, and armored vehicles. The area surrounding Kabul airport, together with the southern Afghan city of Kandahar and the eastern city of Jalalabad, all came under attack from American and British forces. Kabul experienced a citywide power outage following the air raids. The Taliban’s own command post at the airport was destroyed, killing more than twenty Kabul civilians; five Taliban soldiers stationed at the Shindand air base, in Farah province, were killed in the strikes, with no American casualties. During this initial assault, the comparatively modest Taliban air force never once left the ground. A little more than an hour later, British and American forces conducted a second, even more intense wave of strikes against Kandahar.

On the very first day of the aerial campaign, American and British forces committed a comparatively substantial force to the assault. In the very first wave alone, coalition forces deployed fifteen bomber aircraft, twenty-five carrier-based aircraft of various types, and numerous naval vessels, launching and firing more than fifty “Tomahawk” cruise missiles along with vast quantities of “Joint Direct Attack Munitions” and other ordnance, conducting sudden, precision strikes against the Taliban Ministry of Defense building in Kabul, the Afghan capital, together with air-defense bases, radar installations, and airfields; the Taliban’s own headquarters radio station and command center, communication facilities, airfields, and the residence of Taliban spiritual leader Mullah Omar in Kandahar; and al-Qaeda training camps, among other important targets. On October 8, Taliban authorities in Kabul convened an emergency cabinet meeting, consulting on the current military and political situation confronting the Taliban, and resolved to retaliate against the military strikes launched by the United States, Britain, and other nations. At dawn on October 9, American forces conducted a second wave of military strikes against Afghanistan, deploying a combined total of twenty aircraft and launching fifteen cruise missiles. That same day, at fifty minutes past ten in the evening, American forces conducted a third wave of military strikes, deploying more than twenty aircraft and launching a further fifteen cruise missiles. On October 10, Admiral Richard Myers, Chairman of the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff, announced: “Over the first three days of this campaign, American and British forces have destroyed more than 85 percent of our predetermined targets, including air-defense installations, airfields, and terrorist training camps. American and British forces have, by this point, already secured complete command of Afghan airspace.” U.S. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, too, observed that, following this successful campaign, he was confident that American forces could now strike anywhere, at any time of day or night, entirely at America’s own discretion.

The strikes conducted on the 15th and 16th stand as the two most intense assaults American forces launched against Afghanistan over the course of the entire campaign. In the bombing raids of the 15th, the United States, for the first time, deployed all four of its own aircraft carriers simultaneously, including the carrier Kitty Hawk. According to military sources, the Kitty Hawk carried American special operations forces and Black Hawk helicopters aboard. Over these two days of aerial assault, the Pentagon deployed more than 100 combat aircraft daily, together with “Tomahawk” cruise missiles, and further deployed B-52, B-1, and B-2 long-range bombers. In the operations conducted on the night of the 16th, American forces deployed specialized AC-130 “gunship” aircraft, dedicated to clearing ground forces, conducting a comprehensive sweep of Taliban ground military strength.

Under this combined American and British assault, at least sixty Taliban military targets came under attack, nine Taliban air bases were destroyed, and the Taliban’s own air-defense and early-warning systems were reduced to rubble, inflicting “massive destruction” on Taliban military strength as a whole. Following this first phase of the campaign, American forces had, by this point, already secured complete command of the air, and had paralyzed the Taliban’s own command and control system entirely.

Phase Two: American Special Operations Forces Direct Air Strikes and Support Anti-Taliban Ground Operations, as the Anti-Taliban Coalition Successively Captures the Major Cities of Mazar-i-Sharif, Kabul, Kunduz, and Kandahar (October 20 – December 8)

At dawn on October 20 (Afghan local time), more than 100 U.S. Army special operations personnel launched an assault against multiple Taliban targets in southern Afghanistan. In the course of a raid against Kandahar, American special operations forces captured a quantity of intelligence materials, discovered and destroyed a small weapons depot at an airfield, and killed a number of Taliban personnel. Over the course of this operation, seven American soldiers were injured, of whom two were killed in a helicopter crash within Pakistani territory; two further soldiers were injured while parachuting into southern Afghanistan, and three more were injured in an aircraft crash. This marked the first instance of American casualties since the launch of American military operations against Afghanistan.

On October 21, American forces continued conducting aerial bombardment against Taliban military targets. The scale of this assault proved comparable to that of the previous day, with the U.S. Air Force and Navy together deploying more than 100 fighter and bomber aircraft, striking fifteen separate targets in coordination with ground operations. The Taliban’s own cabinet convened an emergency meeting on the 21st to discuss the current situation confronting Afghanistan, resolving to strengthen its own forces in order to counter the ground incursions American special operations forces were conducting within Afghan territory. This meeting also resolved to equip Taliban armed forces with a wide array of light and heavy weaponry, including rocket launchers, heavy machine guns, and anti-aircraft machine guns, and called upon Taliban soldiers to mount “forceful counterattacks” against American special operations forces operating within Afghan territory.

Beginning on October 22, the primary focus of American air strikes shifted toward directly striking Taliban forward defensive positions, aiming to provide direct aerial fire support for the ground advance of the Northern Alliance. So as to allow American air power to achieve genuine preparatory-fire effect ahead of the ground offensive, American forces intensified the overall firepower of their own strikes, increasing the number of combat aircraft sorties flown and making greater use of low-altitude strike aircraft, cluster munitions, and heavy bombs. From November 4 to 9 in particular, American forces conducted continuous, round-the-clock bombardment against a fifty-kilometer stretch of Taliban forward defensive positions north of Kabul, employing the devastatingly powerful BLU-82 “Daisy Cutter” bomb, inflicting severe losses on enemy tanks, artillery, and personnel alike, and dramatically undermining Taliban combat effectiveness. Once this fierce American bombardment had run its course, Northern Alliance forces launched their own assault against Taliban forward defensive positions. On the evening of November 9, the Northern Alliance captured Mazar-i-Sharif, a strategically important city Taliban forces had, until then, held in northern Afghanistan. Under the sustained pressure of American air power, Taliban forces abandoned this position without a genuine fight, and the Northern Alliance pressed its advantage, capturing the great majority of provinces throughout northern and eastern Afghanistan. Taliban forces suffered repeated defeats, abandoning Uruzgan province in the west and Loghar province in the east, withdrawing southward. Owing to popular uprisings among the local population in four provinces of northeastern Afghanistan, the Taliban was forced to abandon these four provinces as well.

On November 13, the Northern Alliance captured the capital, Kabul, and subsequently captured Jalalabad and a number of further important cities and provinces in the south as well. On November 15, a British ground force of roughly 100 troops reached an airfield near Kabul. By the 25th, the Northern Alliance had already occupied the eastern half of Kunduz, the last remaining Taliban stronghold in northern Afghanistan. In the course of the anti-Taliban coalition’s assault on Kandahar, American forces repeatedly deployed “Super Cobra” attack helicopters, conducting direct fire strikes against Taliban defensive positions and fortifications in the area surrounding Kandahar, destroying roughly fifteen armored vehicles and eliminating a portion of Taliban combat strength, providing effective support for the Northern Alliance’s own ground offensive.

Entering December, as the fighting continued to unfold, a number of Taliban military installations suffered severe damage, communication equipment was destroyed, supply routes were severed, resupply became increasingly difficult, and Taliban forces began disintegrating and fleeing. Given the overwhelming disparity in strength between the two sides, Taliban forces found themselves forced into repeated withdrawal, and ultimately resolved to abandon the city of Kandahar and surrender. As American and anti-Taliban forces steadily tightened their encirclement of Kandahar, the Taliban entered into negotiations with Hamid Karzai, leader of the anti-Taliban Pashtun faction and chairman of Afghanistan’s interim administration, ultimately reaching an agreement for the Taliban to lay down its arms. On December 7, Mullah Omar, the Taliban’s supreme leader, announced that the Taliban would abandon further resistance, ordering Taliban forces in Kandahar and elsewhere to surrender their weapons to the local Pashtun tribal leadership that made up the new government. Once this disarmament process in Kandahar had concluded, Karzai’s own forces entered the city, and Taliban soldiers who had surrendered were massacred. With the Taliban’s abandonment of Kandahar, organized Taliban resistance came to its effective end. As the Taliban abandoned Kandahar, Mullah Omar led a portion of remaining Taliban forces in fleeing the city, retreating toward the mountainous region of Kabul province, northeast of Kandahar. Following this second phase of the campaign, the major cities and defensive positions Taliban forces had once held had, by this point, all fallen into American and Northern Alliance hands, and the overall battlefield situation had come under firm American control.

Phase Three: Mopping Up Remaining Taliban and al-Qaeda Forces, and the Effort to Capture Mullah Omar and Bin Laden (December 8–24)

Conducting sweep operations built around concentrated firepower delivered by aerial assault stood as the primary mode of American operations against remaining Afghan resistance during this phase. With comparatively limited ground forces committed, American forces, whenever they identified concentrations of enemy remnants concealed within mountainous terrain, would rapidly concentrate combat aircraft, conducting fierce, concentrated aerial bombardment to steadily tighten the encirclement from the outside inward, compressing the remaining resistance into an ever-smaller area, so as to create favorable conditions for special operations forces and Northern Alliance ground forces to conduct the final mopping-up operation. American forces confirmed, through various intelligence sources, that bin Laden was likely hiding in the Tora Bora mountain region, roughly ninety-six kilometers southeast of Jalalabad, in eastern Afghanistan. This particular region, characterized by treacherous terrain, contained numerous and extraordinarily complex caves, tunnels, and other existing fortified structures, and enemy intelligence there remained unclear. At the same time, American special operations forces and Northern Alliance troops available for this operation remained limited in number, unable to conduct any genuinely large-scale ground search operation. For this reason, American forces flew more than 100 combat sorties daily, conducting round-the-clock, comb-like bombardment of the caves, tunnels, and other locations within the Tora Bora region where enemy personnel might plausibly be concealed, at times dropping as many as 230 to 240 bombs in a single day. On December 8, Northern Alliance armed forces, together with nearly 100 special operations personnel, taking full advantage of the effects of this aerial bombardment, pressed steadily deeper into the Tora Bora region, trapping remnants of bin Laden’s al-Qaeda organization within an area of roughly 2.4 square kilometers, with this encirclement growing ever tighter. On the afternoon of the 10th, anti-Taliban coalition forces, with American support, forced al-Qaeda remnants out of the caves where they had been sheltering, driving them back to a hilltop position in the Agam region north of Tora Bora. Following several hours of negotiation, al-Qaeda remnants agreed to surrender their weapons to anti-Taliban coalition forces, beginning at eight o’clock on the morning of the 12th — but these negotiations subsequently broke down. On the 13th, American forces deployed B-52 bombers to drop five cluster bombs against caves where al-Qaeda remnants were sheltering, killing more than twenty. American AC-130 gunships, too, conducted fierce low-altitude strikes against enemy positions on the mountainside. Sixty British special operations personnel and forty American special operations personnel, transported urgently to the battlefield by helicopter, coordinated with the Northern Alliance offensive under aerial fire cover. But the defending forces fought with desperate resolve, and coalition forces found their own repeated assaults repulsed, resulting in a prolonged stalemate. Over the following days, so as to minimize their own casualties, American air power conducted repeated bombing raids against the defensive positions there, until al-Qaeda’s remaining forces had been reduced to a mere handful. At midday on the 16th, anti-Taliban coalition forces launched a comprehensive assault against the remaining defenders on the mountain from two separate directions. Al-Qaeda’s remaining forces collapsed along the entire front, and the Tora Bora region was fully secured. This particular operation lasted roughly twenty days in total; in the course of this fighting, American forces estimated that roughly 200 al-Qaeda personnel were eliminated, with a further twenty-five taken prisoner, and roughly several hundred more escaping deep into the surrounding mountains. Following the war, American forces conducted a large-scale search of the Tora Bora region, but never discovered any trace of bin Laden or other senior al-Qaeda leadership figures. In late December, American forces also deployed to the Afghan theater a newly developed laser-guided munition, the BLU-118B, specifically designed to attack cave and tunnel fortifications and to achieve genuine firepower-based search-and-destroy effect. According to reports, this particular munition, recently developed by American forces, was designed so that, once it struck its target, the bomb’s detonation would be delayed; once detonated near the mouth of a tunnel or cave, it would produce a powerful shockwave capable of asphyxiating personnel within the tunnel, thereby achieving the objective of eliminating the enemy, without causing the mountain tunnel itself to collapse, thereby preserving the ability of search-and-clearance personnel to move through the area safely after the detonation. The deployment of this particular weapon not only effectively eliminated the remaining strength of Taliban armed forces but also dealt a further, more severe blow to their overall morale. Following this third phase of operations, Taliban armed forces and al-Qaeda personnel had, for the most part, been eliminated entirely, and American forces had secured a decisive victory in the war.

Over the course of the entire war, American forces flew a combined total of more than 5,000 combat sorties, dropping and launching more than 15,000 bombs and missiles. Through this military campaign, American forces overthrew the Taliban government and essentially dismantled al-Qaeda’s own network within Afghanistan — though the broader effort to hunt down al-Qaeda’s own leader, Osama bin Laden, would continue for a considerable time thereafter.



III. Commentary

The Afghanistan War stands as a high-technology local war displaying pronounced “asymmetric” characteristics under information-age conditions, offering a genuinely practical model for other nations’ own counterterrorism efforts. As American President George W. Bush himself once remarked: “In terms of our own military future, the Afghanistan conflict has taught us more than a decade’s worth of discussion and think-tank seminars combined.” This particular battle case stands as a genuinely rare and valuable example for the high- and mid-level commanders of our own armed forces to study, offering important insight into high-technology warfare and the modern conduct of American military operations. Special operations warfare, in particular, stands as an especially notable highlight of this particular battle case, one well worth our own careful study and emulation.

(1) The Afghanistan War Stands as a Classic Example of Asymmetric Warfare

In the Afghanistan War, the overwhelming disparity in strength between the two belligerent sides meant that the conflict never developed into anything resembling a conventional, symmetric contest of offense and defense — this was, fundamentally, an irregular local war. This asymmetry manifested itself in a number of distinct ways. First, in terms of overall national strength, the American-led military coalition held an absolute and overwhelming advantage. The United States stood, at the time, as the world’s foremost power in terms of comprehensive national strength, while Afghanistan remained a weak, fragmented tribal state that had, as yet, never truly coalesced into a genuine modern nation-state. Second, in terms of weapons and equipment, American forces held an absolute and overwhelming advantage as well. The United States possessed the most advanced weapons and equipment in the world, and the most elite fighting forces. In the course of its military operations in Afghanistan, American forces employed bomber aircraft including the B-1, B-2, and B-52, launched “Tomahawk” cruise missiles and GBU-28 laser-guided precision bombs and other high-technology weaponry, and, in the course of the aerial campaign, deployed “Predator” unmanned aerial vehicles to launch anti-tank guided missiles — the very first time in world history that unmanned aircraft were ever employed in actual combat. Apart from a limited number of T-62 tanks, MiG-21 fighter aircraft, and shoulder-fired missiles (the great majority of which were destroyed in the war’s earliest stages), the Taliban and Osama bin Laden’s al-Qaeda organization possessed only mortars, heavy machine guns, and other comparatively simple weaponry, relying, for the most part, on conventional weapons and equipment to confront the American military — leaving a technological gap between the two sides of at least two full generations. Third, in terms of operational methods as well, American forces held an absolute and overwhelming advantage. American forces waged an all-encompassing, fully integrated campaign, combining operations in space (military and civilian satellites), the air (combat aircraft of every type), the land (home territory, overseas bases, special operations forces, and Marine forces), the sea (naval vessels), and undersea (submarines) into a single, unified, comprehensive warfighting effort — waging, in effect, a genuine information war, exercising comprehensive surveillance over the whole of Afghanistan and conducting real-time strikes there. The Taliban and bin Laden, by contrast, remained, for the most part, still confined to the traditional operational methods of an agricultural age. The tactics they had once employed against Soviet forces in the 1980s — concealing themselves within cave complexes and mountain tunnels so as to preserve their own combat strength — proved, in the face of America’s own precision-strike weaponry, little more than a recipe for being “hunted down while in hiding.” Taliban and al-Qaeda communications and command-and-control capability, too, proved extraordinarily backward; the limited modern communication equipment they did possess was either destroyed outright or intercepted through surveillance, at times even serving, inadvertently, as a beacon guiding American missiles directly to their intended targets. Fourth, in terms of international support as well, American forces held an absolute and overwhelming advantage. In its counterterrorism campaign against Afghanistan, the United States secured the support of virtually the entire world, with 111 nations — China among them — openly declaring their support for American military action against Afghanistan. The Taliban, by contrast, possessed no genuine international allies whatsoever, and received open support from not a single nation anywhere in the world. Given this fundamental asymmetry between the two sides, the United States was able to formulate, with careful and deliberate precision, an operational doctrine built around “precision aerial strikes as the primary mode of combat, with the Northern Alliance serving as the primary ground combat force,” resolving to fight, in effect, a proxy war.

Relying on the overwhelming strength of its own naval and air forces, American forces conducted operations without any need for forward-deployed ground bases, employing precision aerial strikes as their primary mode of combat. The essential characteristics of these precision aerial strikes can be summarized in terms of five distinct combinations. First, the combination of precision strikes against specific targets with area-destruction bombardment. American forces made extensive use of precision-guided munitions to conduct precision strikes, with precision-guided munitions accounting for roughly 60 percent of the total ordnance expended — a figure considerably higher than the 35 percent seen in the Kosovo War and the 9 percent seen in the Gulf War. At the same time, American forces also employed conventional munitions to conduct area-destruction bombardment — American B-52 bombers, for instance, conducted “carpet bombing” of Taliban forces in support of Northern Alliance ground operations. The combination of these two approaches achieved genuinely excellent overall results. Second, the combination of short-range strikes launched from carrier-based aircraft with long-range strikes conducted by strategic bombers flying from distant bases. American forces relied chiefly on aircraft carriers deployed in the Indian Ocean, using tactical aircraft to conduct repeated strikes against newly discovered or otherwise time-sensitive targets requiring multiple attacks. At the same time, American forces used the distant base at Diego Garcia, thousands of kilometers away, to conduct long-range bombing raids using B-52 and B-1B bombers, with B-2 stealth strategic bombers even flying combat missions directly from the American mainland itself. Third, the combination of high-technology and low-technology capability. On the one hand, American forces employed, in the course of their aerial assault, the most advanced target-selection and target-processing technology available anywhere in the world today, together with advanced laser-guidance and global-positioning-guidance technology. On the other hand, American forces also deployed special operations forces directly into the battlefield, employing visual reconnaissance methods to designate and correct targets for aerial strikes, to assess the effectiveness of these strikes, and to guide the conduct of aerial operations more broadly. Fourth, the combination of conventional and specialized munitions. In the course of their aerial assault, American forces employed both conventional munitions and, for certain specific targets, specialized munitions as well. American forces, for instance, employed the BLU-2 fuel-air explosive — currently the most powerful conventional weapon in the world — used chiefly to break the morale of enemy forces; and employed the GBU-28 deep-penetration bomb to destroy underground command posts and shelters enemy forces had constructed within mountainsides. Fifth, the combination of existing equipment and newly developed weaponry. American forces relied, for the most part, on existing equipment over the course of this war, but treating the battlefield as a testing ground for new weapons systems has always been a characteristic feature of American military practice. In the Afghanistan War, American forces employed the “Global Hawk” unmanned reconnaissance aircraft, a system not originally scheduled to complete testing until 2002; American forces also, for the first time, deployed a “wind-corrected munitions dispenser” over the course of this war, and employed a single B-1B bomber capable of conducting precision strikes against as many as 1,200 separate targets.

And yet this same asymmetry also constrained the effectiveness of America’s own high-technology weaponry in certain respects. The greatest challenge American forces faced was the genuine difficulty of identifying critical, high-value targets capable of delivering a truly decisive blow against their adversary. It became clear, in other words, that American forces could not realistically hope to achieve their overall objectives in Afghanistan through air power alone. Facing an adversary well-versed in Afghanistan’s own complex mountainous terrain and skilled in guerrilla warfare, and seeking to avoid the kind of catastrophic losses the Soviet Union itself had once suffered in Afghanistan, American forces adopted a policy of “using Afghans to fight Afghans.” The United States made full use of anti-Taliban forces within Afghanistan itself, pushing the Northern Alliance to the very forefront of ground combat operations, while American forces themselves deployed only a comparatively limited number of special operations personnel, tasked chiefly with coordinating Northern Alliance operations, handling logistical matters, and designating targets for aerial strikes. The timely establishment of this “second front” allowed American forces to make full and effective use of the strength of Afghan opposition forces in subverting, undermining, and disintegrating the Taliban regime from within, providing crucial support to American efforts.

(2) Special Operations Warfare Emerged as the Primary Mode of Combat

American forces have long placed considerable emphasis on the use of special operations forces in the conduct of overseas military operations. In the Gulf War, American forces deployed 9,000 special operations personnel, penetrating deep into Iraqi territory to attack Iraqi air-defense radar and communication centers, rescuing prisoners of war, guiding aerial strikes, gathering intelligence, and conducting psychological warfare, all of which played an important role in supporting the broader coalition military effort. In the Kosovo War, American special operations forces, using UN relief personnel as cover, provided targeting guidance for NATO aircraft, inflicting devastating losses on Yugoslav forces as a result. In this particular Afghanistan campaign, American forces drew lessons from their own experience in the Vietnam War and from the Soviet Union’s own earlier experience fighting in Afghanistan, refraining from conducting anything resembling a conventional ground campaign in the traditional sense, and instead closely integrating aerial strikes with special operations warfare. Special operations assault teams, equipped with miniature computers, global positioning systems, and laser-designation equipment, remained consistently active at the very forefront of the conflict, conducting battlefield reconnaissance, designating targets for aerial strikes, assessing the effectiveness of these strikes, and conducting psychological operations and capture missions. A number of international military experts have described this particular operational approach as “anvil-and-hammer tactics.” In wars fought previously, special operations warfare had, in the great majority of cases, played a subordinate, supporting role, typically employed during a particular phase of a broader conflict, or else in support of operations conducted along a more conventional front. In the Afghan theater, however, American forces developed special operations warfare into their own primary mode of combat, one that exerted a genuinely decisive influence on the overall course and outcome of the war. American forces, reflecting after the war on the lessons of the Afghanistan campaign, observed: “The unprecedented joint operations conducted by our special operations forces, together with our air force and Afghan resistance forces, laid the essential foundation for our ultimate victory, and controlled the overall course of this unconventional conflict.”

Special operations forces bore primary responsibility for the following tasks: gathering human intelligence and designating targets for aerial strikes; assessing the effectiveness of aerial bombardment; serving as military advisers, coordinating and directing the operations of Northern Alliance forces; and directly taking part in cave-clearing operations. On October 15, for instance, the U.S. Air Force conducted repeated, sustained firepower strikes against the city of Kandahar; shortly afterward, two separate groups of American special operations personnel were inserted into the area surrounding Kandahar by helicopter and parachute. So as to avoid alerting the enemy and thereby jeopardizing the effectiveness of this particular strike, American forces, in the course of their earlier aerial bombardment, had deliberately left certain targets untouched — including the Taliban’s own command headquarters and airfields — allowing American special operations forces, in the course of this particular raid, to capture a substantial quantity of genuinely valuable intelligence, including computers, communication equipment, and rosters of military and government personnel. On October 28, in the mountainous region of northwestern Afghanistan, the “Tiger 03” team, belonging to American Special Operations Group A, conducted its first-ever coordinated operation with Northern Alliance forces. Several members of the “Tiger 03” team, under the protective cover of Northern Alliance troops, made use of laser rangefinders, target locators, high-powered binoculars, and advanced radio communication equipment to precisely determine the position of Taliban defensive positions, completing detailed mapping of these positions before calling in American bomber aircraft; guided by the ground-based special operations team, these bombers dropped cluster bombs with pinpoint accuracy directly onto the Taliban positions, inflicting devastating casualties on the Taliban’s own defensive strength there. On November 15, a team of American special operations forces discovered the whereabouts of bin Laden’s own deputy, Mohammed Atef; the U.S. Air Force immediately dispatched three F-15 fighter aircraft, which killed Atef in a subsequent bombing raid. Throughout the war, relying on special operations forces to designate targets for aerial strikes allowed American forces to shift their primary focus of attack from fixed targets such as airfields, air-defense installations, and military camps, toward Taliban front-line forces instead. American aerial strikes inflicted tens of thousands of casualties on Taliban and al-Qaeda forces combined. These precision strikes placed unprecedented pressure on Taliban forces, and the fighting near Mazar-i-Sharif and north of Kabul quickly emerged as the decisive turning points of the entire war. Before every aerial assault, American forces would dispatch special operations personnel to conceal themselves in the vicinity of the intended target, monitoring the target’s own condition both before and after the strike, conducting on-the-ground assessments of the damage inflicted, so as to accurately assess the overall effectiveness of each strike, allowing American forces to precisely track the casualties and losses suffered by Taliban and al-Qaeda forces, and thereby providing accurate data to inform subsequent decisions regarding whether to intensify or reduce the intensity of future strikes. Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld, discussing the role of American special operations forces on December 7, 2001, observed: “You can clearly see how the effectiveness of our bombing campaign has changed over time.” In the later stages of the war, as al-Qaeda and remaining Taliban forces retreated into hiding throughout Afghanistan’s mountainous regions, special operations forces bore primary responsibility for the task of clearing caves and tunnels, successively conducting sweep operations at the Tora Bora camp and the Zhawar Kili base.

The Afghanistan War demonstrates that special operations forces have, by this point, emerged as a genuinely responsive and important strategic force. Under certain specific battlefield conditions, such forces may even play a genuinely decisive role. Special operations warfare holds tremendous developmental potential in the conduct of modern warfare, and stands as a genuinely effective means of countering the terrorist threats of the future. U.S. Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld himself observed that American forces could not simply apply a single, uniform operational model in confronting terrorism and other emerging threats. The modernization of military forces going forward ought to place comprehensive enhancement of overall combat capability as its primary objective, while simultaneously placing appropriate emphasis on the role special operations forces will play in future military operations.

(3) The War Displayed Pronounced Characteristics of Comprehensive Informatization

The high-technology local wars of the 1980s demonstrated the tremendous power of “electronic information,” marking the very earliest emergence of information-based warfare. The Gulf War of the early 1990s, through the informatization and intelligent enhancement of weapons systems and the multi-dimensional integration of combat operations, established the initial contours of information-based warfare. The Kosovo War of the late 1990s achieved genuine networked joint operations across all three armed services, further intensifying the characteristic features of information-based warfare. This Afghanistan War saw American forces achieve seamless data connectivity across the entire theater, with the war’s overall character displaying pronounced comprehensive informatization — marking a further, significant advancement in the development of information-based warfare. This is reflected primarily in the following respects. First, in terms of the application of military force, the Afghanistan War centered on establishing comprehensive, all-encompassing, three-dimensional information capability, employing aerial and long-range precision firepower as its primary means of attack, with lightweight ground forces serving a supporting role. Second, in terms of the overall method of conducting operations, American forces first sought to secure a comprehensive information advantage through comprehensive information confrontation, achieving genuine asymmetric information superiority over the battlefield, before then using this information advantage to guide precision aerial and long-range firepower in weakening and dismantling the enemy’s own capacity for ground resistance. Third, in terms of tactical employment, comparatively small-scale, lightweight ground forces were employed primarily to conduct final mopping-up operations. The organization and employment of combat forces over the course of the Afghanistan War demonstrates that this particular conflict displayed genuinely classic characteristics of information-based warfare: it was built around aerospace, reconnaissance, military command information systems, and communication and electronic countermeasure technology as its core capabilities; it relied on carrier battle groups, large transport aircraft, and aerial refueling aircraft as its support infrastructure; it relied on air- and sea-based, and land-based long-range precision weaponry as its primary means of striking the enemy; and it relied on small-scale special operations forces to provide information and firepower support, making full use, wherever possible, of allied forces to serve as the primary ground combat force. This stands as a genuinely classic example of integrated information-based joint operations, in which a globally distributed, secure command and control network directs and controls every branch of the armed forces and every participating unit, with information, information systems, and information-enabled firepower playing the dominant, guiding role throughout. American forces devoted meticulous attention to planning their own operational infrastructure, ensuring the establishment of a comprehensive technology, information, and firepower operational network capable of rapid deployment across the entire theater, so as to secure technical, informational, and firepower-based combat networks, placing particular emphasis on information warfare and securing genuine asymmetric information advantage over the battlefield. Over the course of the war, the United States deployed more than ten reconnaissance satellites, and, on short notice, launched a single “Lacrosse-11” imaging reconnaissance satellite and a single communications reconnaissance satellite, to monitor Taliban troop movements. American forces also urgently redeployed unmanned reconnaissance aircraft from Bosnia, Kosovo, and Macedonia toward Afghanistan, and deployed a single airborne early-warning aircraft each to forward bases in southern Afghanistan’s Bagram region and along the Uzbek border in the north, achieving integrated networking between naval and air force electronic-warfare and reconnaissance early-warning aircraft deployed throughout Central Asia, jointly securing command of the information domain. It is clear, then, that the demands of the Afghanistan War for genuine information superiority underwent considerable change compared with earlier conflicts: information superiority achieved within a single, isolated domain or a single, isolated operational component had, by this point, already become extremely difficult to achieve or to translate into genuine operational effect, as the broader trend toward systemic, comprehensive confrontation had, by this point, already become firmly established — and comprehensive, multi-dimensional, integrated information superiority across the entire spectrum of the battlefield had, by this point, become an essential prerequisite for securing ultimate victory in war.

(4) Intelligence Warfare, Psychological Warfare, and Propaganda Warfare Assumed Unprecedented Importance

American operations against terrorism in Afghanistan demonstrate that the intelligence support requirements of modern warfare have, by this point, become genuinely comprehensive and all-encompassing in scope. Establishing a multi-tiered, multi-channel intelligence support system, combining high- and low-technology methods together, stands as one of the crucial factors determining ultimate victory. Following the September 11 attacks, American forces swiftly established a multi-tiered intelligence support system: strengthening intelligence sharing with allied nations and other members of the broader anti-terrorism coalition, forming a genuinely unified international intelligence front against terrorism; relying on high-technology methods to conduct comprehensive reconnaissance across the whole of Afghanistan, establishing a multi-layered reconnaissance network built around reconnaissance satellites, aerial reconnaissance aircraft, and unmanned reconnaissance aircraft, maintaining round-the-clock surveillance over Taliban forces and bin Laden’s al-Qaeda organization alike; the Defense Intelligence Agency dispatched large numbers of intelligence agents into Afghanistan and neighboring countries, and the CIA even recalled substantial numbers of retired intelligence personnel, implementing an operation codenamed “Rolling Wave.” Once the war itself had actually begun, American forces redirected the primary focus of their own intelligence-gathering efforts toward traditional human intelligence methods, dispatching special operations personnel and CIA intelligence officers into Afghanistan, gathering firsthand intelligence directly from the battlefield through tactical reconnaissance, cooperation with the Northern Alliance, interviews with local residents, and the interrogation of prisoners. Worth particular mention is the fact that American forces, for the first time, offered substantial monetary rewards for information leading to the discovery of bin Laden’s own whereabouts and those of other terrorist figures. American forces also implemented unprecedented security measures, tightening control over information relating to military operations — prohibiting journalists from conducting on-the-ground battlefield interviews, strictly restricting military communications, and shutting down or removing content from a number of public websites containing information about troop deployments, among other measures. This meticulous, comprehensive attention to intelligence security and operational secrecy allowed American forces to maintain firm control over information superiority across the battlefield throughout the entire war. And yet, in the early stages of the war, American intelligence agencies’ own understanding of conditions within Afghanistan itself proved genuinely inadequate; certain intended targets for aerial strikes required intelligence support from other countries’ own intelligence services. Once the war had actually begun, American forces even found themselves unable to locate translators fluent in Pashto, leaving American forces facing a pronounced “intelligence vacuum” in certain respects. The lessons American forces learned on the Afghan battlefield make clear that, even in today’s era of rapidly advancing technology, genuine intelligence support must remain comprehensive and all-encompassing in scope — and that the principal shortcoming American forces faced lay specifically in the realm of human intelligence. From the conduct of American operations, we can also observe that, under modern conditions, traditional methods remain genuinely effective in countering even the most advanced high-technology reconnaissance capabilities available.

Psychological warfare and propaganda warfare played a genuinely important role in the broader counterterrorism campaign as well. Following the Gulf War, American forces had, at one point, formally incorporated psychological warfare and propaganda warfare into their own standard operational doctrine. In this particular Afghanistan campaign, American forces, taking into account the particularly closed-off nature of Afghan society and the considerable degree of influence the Taliban had long exerted over the local population, combined aerial bombardment with the airdropping of food supplies, seeking to divide and undermine popular Afghan support for the Taliban regime. As one American newspaper observed, this represented an entirely new kind of warfare — one that involved not merely dropping bombs, but also dropping food, radios, leaflets, and recordings of prayers; a war fought not merely on the battlefield itself, but also across television screens, on the internet, and within mosques. First, American forces sought to inflict a tremendous psychological shock on their adversary through sheer, overwhelming military force. Even confronting so comparatively weak an adversary, American forces nevertheless deployed several aircraft carriers and several hundred advanced combat aircraft, conducting sustained aerial strikes; beyond the purely military objective of striking at their adversary, this display of overwhelming military force and relentless, continuous bombardment was also intended to inflict tremendous psychological pressure and shock on their adversary, thereby helping to undermine their adversary’s own will to resist. Second, American forces effectively implemented propaganda and media control measures, so as to secure broad international support for their own military campaign. In the very first wave of the aerial bombardment campaign, American forces first destroyed the Taliban regime’s own broadcasting station, subsequently using this same station’s own broadcast frequency to transmit their own messaging to the Afghan population. American forces subsequently bombed the Kabul offices of Al Jazeera, the Qatari satellite broadcaster that had frequently aired recorded statements from bin Laden, so as to prevent the Taliban and bin Laden from using broadcast media to disseminate their own messaging or to coordinate their own forces’ operations. American forces also leased broadcasting equipment from neighboring countries, so as to broadcast messaging directly to the Afghan population regarding the ongoing conflict. The United States also established a radio station within Afghan territory itself, called “Voice of Peace,” broadcasting in the local language to the Afghan population, explaining America’s own objectives in striking at the Taliban and bin Laden’s terrorist organization, publicizing the crimes committed by terrorism more broadly, and stoking popular Afghan hatred of terrorism as a result. Over the course of the conflict, American forces, departing entirely from the approach adopted during the Gulf War, implemented unprecedented wartime press restrictions. Information concerning military operational plans, the progress of the fighting, and the effectiveness of strikes — including information concerning combat casualties — was, without exception, refused to any outside disclosure whatsoever, leading President Bush and Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld to clash with members of Congress over this issue on several occasions. In the course of the aerial campaign, American aircraft, on several occasions, mistakenly bombed UN relief facilities and Afghan civilian installations, causing severe civilian casualties — and yet the American military maintained a tight information blackout regarding these incidents, working strenuously to prevent footage of these mistaken bombings from ever appearing on television broadcasts, and the great majority of information the American military did make public regarding the conflict’s overall progress was, for the most part, carefully filtered and technically processed beforehand. To prevent terrorist organizations and hostile states from gaining accurate information about the true state of the war in Afghanistan, American forces even purchased exclusive rights, for several million dollars, to commercial satellite imagery captured over Afghanistan, thereby controlling the broader international community’s — and, in particular, the broader Islamic world’s — access to information that might otherwise have fueled growing anti-war sentiment. American forces made use of their own considerable diplomatic and political influence to block Taliban and bin Laden’s own channels for disseminating information and propaganda, minimizing the Taliban’s own public voice while simultaneously working diligently to suppress any information that might otherwise prove unfavorable to the American cause. Third, American forces rapidly deployed dedicated psychological warfare units. The U.S. Air National Guard dispatched six EC-130E “Commando Solo” psychological-warfare aircraft, equipped with airborne broadcasting equipment, to monitor and jam enemy communications signals; American forces also deployed the Air Force’s 193rd Special Operations Wing and the Army’s 4th Psychological Operations Group to the Afghan border region, conducting an intensive psychological-warfare campaign employing aerial broadcasting, leaflet distribution, and various other methods. Fourth, American forces adopted a combined strategy of pressure and inducement, wielding both coercive force and conciliatory incentives simultaneously. American forces exploited internal divisions within the Taliban’s own ranks, adopting a wide array of measures to sow discord among and undermine the popular support base of the Taliban and its associated terrorist organizations, while simultaneously distributing humanitarian relief supplies to help pacify anti-American sentiment among the Afghan population and to win over popular support more broadly. Events would go on to prove that this American strategy of dividing and undermining the Taliban regime, organizing an interim government, and winning over popular Afghan support all achieved considerable success. This particular American campaign in Afghanistan stands as a genuinely comprehensive, integrated example of intelligence warfare, psychological warfare, and propaganda warfare working together in concert. It demonstrates that intelligence warfare, psychological warfare, and propaganda warfare together constitute a genuinely invisible, smoke-free battlefield, one whose influence over the conduct of modern military operations continues to grow ever more pronounced — reflecting, in its own way, the multifaceted and genuinely complex character of warfare in the information age.







Chapter 26: The Iraq War (March 20 – May 1, 2003)

The Iraq War was a war launched unilaterally by the United States, Britain, and other allied nations against Iraq, bypassing the United Nations Security Council, on the pretext that Iraq was concealing weapons of mass destruction and secretly supporting terrorism; it is also known as the American-Iraqi War. The war began on March 20, 2003, and the primary combat operations concluded on May 1 of that same year, lasting forty-two days in all. The Iraq War stands as a local war fought under high-technology conditions, and exerted a profound influence on the broader international strategic landscape, the global security environment, and the strategic military adjustments undertaken by nations around the world.


I. Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

Following the end of the Cold War, the United States held an absolute and overwhelming advantage across a wide array of fields — military, technological, and economic alike — establishing itself as the world’s sole remaining superpower, and formulated a national security strategy centered on the overarching goal of preserving and maintaining American hegemony. This strategy encompassed three specific objectives: safeguarding the security of the United States and its allies, expanding the American economy, and promoting American-style democracy around the world. Following the September 11 attacks, the United States concluded that its own security environment faced “multiple forms of multiple threats,” including the threat of terrorism. Terrorist activity, the United States believed, was sustained by the political backing and encouragement of various “hostile” nations, and the Middle East had long served as the primary breeding ground for terrorist activity around the world. Moreover, the Middle East’s own abundant petroleum resources and its prominent geopolitical position meant that the region’s own strategic importance within America’s broader global strategy grew correspondingly, making it a crucial focus of American counterterrorism efforts and of America’s broader effort to promote American-style democratic values around the world. As a regional power, Iraq, positioned at the very heart of the Middle East, possessed the world’s second-largest proven oil reserves, and occupied an important position within the broader geopolitical and economic landscape of the Middle East. In this particular region, of such enormous geopolitical and economic significance, eliminating a regional power so fiercely opposed to American interests carried genuine, long-term strategic value for the United States. Following the Gulf War, tensions between the United States and Iraq continued to intensify, and overthrowing Saddam Hussein’s regime had, for many years, remained a long-cherished ambition of successive American administrations. The Iraq War thus emerged as an important step in advancing America’s own global strategy and realizing its own broader strategic interests. Through this war, the United States hoped to overthrow Saddam Hussein’s regime, establishing a strategic beachhead for safeguarding American interests throughout the Islamic world, and, by securing control over the very heart of the Eurasian landmass, hoped as well to exert strategic leverage over Russia, Europe, China, India, and other major powers. Donald Rumsfeld, the former U.S. Secretary of Defense, articulated America’s own objectives in this war with remarkable clarity: the ultimate goals the United States sought to achieve through this war included eliminating Saddam Hussein’s regime and helping the Iraqi people establish a genuinely autonomous government of their own; discovering and destroying weapons of mass destruction and terrorist elements concealed within Iraqi territory; ending the sanctions regime and providing humanitarian assistance to the Iraqi people; and safeguarding Iraq’s own petroleum resources and other natural resources. It was against this broader backdrop that the United States, Britain, and other allied nations, disregarding fierce international opposition and bypassing the United Nations entirely, launched their war against Iraq.

The American-British Coalition’s Strategic Plan: The American-British coalition’s overall campaign guidance was built around the principle of “simultaneous advance from north and south, with the decisive breakthrough at the center.” Even as coalition forces conducted a fierce aerial bombardment against key Iraqi targets, two major ground force groupings would simultaneously advance along two separate strategic axes — north and south — converging on Baghdad, with the 82nd Airborne Division, the 101st Air Assault Division, and a substantial contingent of special operations forces conducting airborne operations in the region surrounding Baghdad, so as to rapidly capture the Iraqi capital with the coordinated support of air power. In order to carry out this particular strategic plan, by the end of 2002 American forces had already begun concentrating roughly 60,000 army, navy, and air force personnel in the Gulf region, and had stockpiled a portion of the necessary weaponry there as well. This force strength was concentrated chiefly at military bases established around Iraq’s periphery — in Turkey to the north, along the Persian Gulf to the south, in Israel to the southwest, and in Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, and Oman to the southeast. As 2003 began, in preparation for the coming military campaign, the United States continued to intensify its own redeployment of forces to the Gulf region. The American-British coalition’s force deployment was as follows. Along the southern front, opposite Iraq, coalition forces deployed roughly 111,000 troops in Kuwait, including the U.S. Army’s 3rd Infantry Division and the 1st Marine Expeditionary Force, together with the headquarters of the U.S. Third Army, the 101st Air Assault Division, the 82nd Airborne Division, the 1st Cavalry Division, the U.S. Air Force’s 332nd, 386th, and 7th Expeditionary Groups, the 7th Armored Brigade, the 16th Air Assault Brigade, and the 3rd Amphibious Assault Brigade. Coalition forces deployed roughly 7,000 troops to Saudi Arabia, including the U.S. Air Force’s Combined Air Operations Center, the 363rd Expeditionary Wing, the 320th Expeditionary Group, the 4409th Base, and the Combined Air Command Center. Coalition forces deployed roughly 7,000 troops to Qatar, including U.S. Central Command headquarters, the U.S. Air Force’s 4th and 379th Expeditionary Wings, and the 4417th Expeditionary Wing. Coalition forces deployed roughly 5,000 troops to Bahrain, including the headquarters of the U.S. Fifth Fleet, the U.S. Navy’s 53rd Combined Task Force, and the U.S. Navy’s 1st Airborne Reconnaissance Squadron. Coalition forces deployed roughly 3,000 troops to Oman, including the U.S. Air Force’s 405th and 406th Expeditionary Wings, and the 763rd Expeditionary Airlift Squadron. Coalition forces deployed the 40th Expeditionary Wing, the 2nd and 509th Bomb Wings, and the 22nd Air Refueling Squadron to Diego Garcia. Coalition forces deployed the aircraft carriers Abraham Lincoln, Kitty Hawk, and Constellation, together with 65,000 U.S. Navy and Marine Corps personnel, to the Persian Gulf; the British Royal Navy carrier Ark Royal was deployed to the Arabian Sea. Along the northern front, opposite Iraq, coalition forces deployed roughly 2,000 troops to Turkey, including the U.S. Air Force’s 39th Expeditionary Wing, the 425th Air Base Squadron, and the coalition’s own 6th Tactical Air Command. Along the western front, opposite Iraq, coalition forces deployed the aircraft carriers Theodore Roosevelt and Harry S. Truman in the eastern Mediterranean, with the carrier Nimitz deployed to the northern Red Sea. Before the war began, the American-British coalition’s own force deployment had already established a three-sided encirclement of Iraq, from the south, north, and west alike.

Iraq’s Strategic Plan: On the basis of American troop deployments, the north-south “no-fly zones,” and the overall attitude of Iraq’s own neighboring states toward the United States, Saddam Hussein judged that American forces might well launch a coordinated offensive from the south, north, and west simultaneously, with the southern axis serving as the primary avenue of assault, and the northern and western axes serving as supporting axes, converging in a pincer movement directed squarely at Baghdad. To counter this anticipated offensive, Iraqi forces established an overall strategic doctrine of “sectoral, resolute defense, and grounding resistance in urban warfare,” adopting a broader deployment strategy of “dispersed positioning, with priority defense of key points,” hoping to counter the coalition’s own anticipated strategy of swift, decisive conquest with a strategy of protracted resistance instead, placing particular emphasis on the resolute defense of Baghdad and other major cities, resisting the invading enemy at every successive line of defense, and ultimately forcing a decisive engagement at Baghdad itself, once the enemy’s own combat strength had been sufficiently worn down through attrition. In accordance with this pre-war strategic assessment, Saddam Hussein divided the whole of Iraqi territory into four military regions: the Central Military Region, the Northern Military Region, the Southern Military Region, and the Central Euphrates Military Region. Iraq concentrated substantial defensive strength at the strategically important cities of Kirkuk and Tikrit in the north, Basra and Nasiriyah in the south, and Najaf and Karbala in the center, establishing a three-tiered defensive system — inner, middle, and outer — around the city of Baghdad itself, and dispersing its own military forces and equipment across the city’s schools, hospitals, commercial districts, and other civilian locations. Operational command authority was decentralized, with responsibility for the defense of each individual theater entrusted fully to the local theater commander. Iraq’s specific force deployment was as follows. In the south, three divisions of the Iraqi Third Army were deployed along a line at Basra, forming the first defensive line; three divisions of the Iraqi Fourth Army, together with a single division of the First Republican Guard Corps, were deployed along a line at Amarah, forming the second defensive line; and two divisions of the Second Republican Guard Corps, together with a single division of the First Corps, were deployed south of Baghdad along the Tigris River, forming the third defensive line. In the north, four divisions of the Iraqi Fifth Army, together with a single division of the Republican Guard, were deployed at the important northern city of Mosul. In the center, four divisions of the Iraqi First Army, together with a single division of the Republican Guard’s Second Corps, were deployed along a line at Kirkuk. In the south, three divisions of the Iraqi Second Army were deployed along a line running through Diyala, Jalula, and Khanaqin; the headquarters of the Republican Guard’s First Corps was deployed at Tikrit, Saddam Hussein’s own hometown. Around Baghdad itself, Iraq deployed two special operations brigades, together with a portion of its air force and air-defense forces.

American and Allied Force Deployment: Coalition forces totaled roughly 340,000 in all. American forces totaled nearly 300,000. American ground forces numbered 150,000, comprising six combat divisions, more than 4,000 tanks and armored vehicles, and more than 600 helicopters. American naval and marine forces numbered more than 100,000, comprising five carrier battle groups with a combined total of more than 110 naval vessels of various types, a single Marine expeditionary force, more than 700 fixed-wing aircraft, and more than 300 helicopters. American air force personnel numbered more than 40,000, comprising twenty-two fighter wings and four bomber wings, with more than 800 fixed-wing aircraft. British forces totaled roughly 45,000, with twenty-six naval vessels, more than 120 aircraft, and 120 tanks. Australia, Italy, Spain, and other nations together committed roughly 3,000 troops, four naval vessels, and fourteen aircraft.

Iraq’s Force Deployment: Iraq’s total force strength numbered roughly 389,000. Iraqi land forces numbered 350,000, organized into six corps, nineteen armored divisions, eight Republican Guard divisions, ten special operations brigades, presidential guard forces, and dedicated security units. Iraq’s principal equipment included roughly 2,600 tanks of various types (T-72, T-69, and others), roughly 1,200 armored infantry vehicles, 1,800 armored personnel carriers, 1,900 towed artillery pieces, 200 self-propelled artillery pieces, 200 multiple rocket launchers, and 164 helicopters (sixty-two of them armed). Iraqi naval forces numbered roughly 2,000, with six patrol boats and eight further vessels of various types. Iraqi air forces numbered more than 20,000, equipped with roughly 130 ground-attack fighters (MiG-27, Su-25, and others) and roughly 180 fighter aircraft. Iraqi air-defense forces numbered roughly 17,000, equipped with 3,000 anti-aircraft artillery pieces and 850 surface-to-air missiles. Beyond this, Iraq maintained a further 650,000 reservists within the so-called Popular Army, together with 24,000-plus border security and security personnel.

Comparative Military Strength of the Two Sides









	Category
	American-British Coalition
	Iraqi Forces





	Total Strength
	American forces exceeding 250,000; British forces 45,000
	389,000 active-duty troops, including roughly 80,000 Republican Guard; 44,000–60,000 military/security forces; 650,000 reservists



	Armored Vehicles
	More than 800 American M1 Abrams main battle tanks, more than 600 American Bradley fighting vehicles; roughly 120 British Challenger main battle tanks; roughly 150 British Warrior armored vehicles
	Roughly 2,600 tanks of various types; more than 3,000 other armored vehicles



	Missiles
	More than 2,300 American “Tomahawk” cruise missiles; several hundred “Patriot” missiles
	Several dozen “al-Samoud-2” missiles; an undetermined number of “al-Abed-100” missiles; several dozen “Scud” missiles



	Air Force
	American air force roughly 50,000 personnel; 1,000–1,500 American aircraft of various types (including more than 100 strategic bombers); roughly 100 British combat aircraft
	Iraqi air force more than 20,000 personnel; roughly 310 fighter aircraft



	Helicopters
	More than 700 attack helicopters; roughly 400 utility/transport helicopters
	Roughly 164 helicopters; roughly 275 utility/transport helicopters



	Navy
	American navy roughly 50,000 personnel; more than 100 naval vessels of various types, including six American carrier battle groups deployed in the Gulf region, with more than 500 carrier-based aircraft of various types; a single British carrier battle group; a further three American carrier battle groups on standby
	2,000 personnel; six patrol boats; eight outdated older-model naval vessels



	Marine Forces
	Roughly 35,000
	Undetermined







II. The Course of the Campaign

The primary combat operations of the Iraq War may, broadly speaking, be divided into four distinct phases.

(1) The “Decapitation Strike” Phase (March 20–21)

At thirty-five minutes past five in the morning, Baghdad time, on March 20, American forces launched a large-scale aerial bombardment campaign codenamed “Decapitation Strike,” employing “Tomahawk” cruise missiles and F-117 stealth fighter aircraft against Iraqi targets. President Bush addressed the nation on television shortly after the war’s launch, announcing the beginning of the war to overthrow Saddam Hussein’s regime, and emphasizing that the war would proceed with “swift, decisive speed.” By thirty-five minutes past six local time, American forces had already conducted three successive waves of aerial strikes against Baghdad. During this initial phase, American forces launched several dozen precision-guided munitions against targets within the city of Baghdad, including more than forty “Tomahawk” cruise missiles and several dozen “smart bombs.” Coalition forces also airdropped 2,000,000 leaflets, and employed radio-frequency jamming against Iraqi national broadcasting, so as to conduct psychological operations against Iraq. Roughly three and a half hours after the coalition’s aerial assault began (thirty-five minutes past eight in the morning, Baghdad time, on the 20th), Saddam Hussein addressed the nation, calling upon the Iraqi people to resist American aggression and to defeat the American-British coalition. Iraq launched nine missiles against Kuwait, and used anti-aircraft artillery fire to retaliate against coalition aerial strikes.

(2) The “Shock and Awe” Phase (March 21–27)

At eight o’clock in the evening (Baghdad time) on the 21st, the American-British coalition began conducting large-scale “Shock and Awe” aerial bombardment operations. That day, coalition forces flew more than 1,000 combat sorties of various aircraft types, launching more than 1,500 guided munitions, striking primarily at Saddam Hussein’s own residence, the offices of Iraqi Vice President Taha Yassin Ramadan, and the main building of the Iraqi government, among other targets. On the 22nd, American Air Force F-15, F-16, and B-2 aircraft once again conducted aerial strikes against important Iraqi political, military, and economic targets, together with concentrations of Iraqi military strength. At the same time, coalition ground forces adopted an operational doctrine of “primary assault along the southern axis, coordinated support along the northern axis, converging pincer movement from north and south, and leapfrogging advance,” pressing directly toward Baghdad, the Iraqi capital. Along the southern front, coalition forces divided into three separate columns — west, center, and east — conducting a coordinated pincer assault. The western column, the U.S. Army’s 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division, with the support of the 101st Air Assault Division and part of the 82nd Airborne Division, executed a wide flanking maneuver toward the northwest, conducting the coalition’s main axis of assault by way of Nasiriyah, Najaf, and Karbala, toward Baghdad. On March 25, the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division, having advanced more than 500 kilometers, successively broke through multiple Iraqi defensive lines at Nasiriyah and Najaf, with its vanguard forces reaching Karbala, roughly eighty kilometers from Baghdad. The 3rd Brigade of the 101st Air Assault Division conducted an airborne landing at an airfield in western Iraq, capturing two air bases near Rutbah, an important city in western Iraq. Along the central axis, the U.S. 1st Marine Expeditionary Force advanced toward Baghdad by way of Nasiriyah, Shatrah, and Kut, engaging Iraqi forces in fierce combat near Nasiriyah. Along the eastern axis, the British 7th Armoured Brigade, the 16th Air Assault Brigade, the 3rd Amphibious Assault Brigade, and the U.S. Marine Corps’ 15th Expeditionary Unit engaged Iraqi forces in fierce combat on the Faw Peninsula and at Umm Qasr. Along the northern front, on March 27, part of the U.S. 173rd Infantry Brigade and the 82nd Airborne Division conducted an airborne landing in northern Iraq, opening a northern front. With the support of Kurdish armed forces, coalition forces secured control over Kirkuk and the greater part of the Mosul region. Even as Iraqi forces continued to conduct anti-aircraft fire in response to coalition aerial strikes, Iraqi ground forces mounted comparatively stubborn resistance against the coalition’s own ground offensive as well. On the afternoon of March 23, in the Nasiriyah region of southern Iraq, roughly 5,000 U.S. Marines, supported by armed helicopters and artillery, engaged 500 Iraqi defenders, including armored forces, in roughly twelve hours of fierce combat. American forces described this engagement as “the most intense fighting the coalition has encountered since the war began, resulting in the most severe casualties.” U.S. Marine Brigadier General James Brooks, of U.S. Central Command, remarked that this represented “an extraordinarily difficult day of fighting for the coalition.” U.S. Marine forces were ambushed twice by Iraqi forces that same day; in one such ambush, near the city of Nasiriyah, ten American soldiers were killed. Beyond this, Iraqi forces also ambushed a convoy of six American logistical resupply vehicles, capturing twelve American soldiers. Following a fierce engagement, coalition forces entered the outskirts of Nasiriyah at dawn local time on the 23rd. Because Iraqi forces defending Nasiriyah continued to resist with extraordinary tenacity, coalition forces bypassed this particular city entirely, pressing directly on toward Baghdad instead. On the 25th, having overcome the effects of a severe sandstorm, coalition forces deployed a combined total of 1,400 combat sorties, bombing the Iraqi Republican Guard forces defending the road to Baghdad, and destroying six pieces of Iraqi jamming equipment that had been disrupting coalition satellite positioning systems. That same day, the vanguard of American forces bypassed Karbala, coming to within roughly eighty kilometers of Baghdad, preparing to launch a direct assault on the city. This American vanguard force engaged in a probing skirmish with the Medina Division of the Iraqi Republican Guard, elite forces defending the approach between Baghdad and Karbala. Iraqi anti-aircraft artillery fire drove back a coalition airborne assault force of more than thirty “Apache” helicopters. Owing to a sudden, unexpected sandstorm, the American ground offensive was temporarily halted. On the 26th, American forces conducted concentrated bombing raids against Iraqi radio and television broadcasting stations and communication facilities, causing Iraqi state television to temporarily halt broadcasting. On the 27th, part of the Iraqi Republican Guard’s Medina Division advanced by vehicle from Baghdad toward Najaf and Nasiriyah, forcing American forces to divide their own strength in response. During this phase, Iraqi forces adopted a strategy of “sustained harassment, with priority destruction of key targets,” inflicting considerable difficulty on coalition forces and delaying the coalition’s own advance on Baghdad. Owing to overextended logistical supply lines and stubborn Iraqi resistance, the American-British coalition’s own ground offensive encountered significant obstacles, and the coalition’s own objective of a swift, decisive victory failed to be realized as originally planned.

(3) The Decisive Strategic Battle Phase (March 28 – April 14)

During this phase, the American-British coalition launched a powerful, multi-pronged offensive, and the overall momentum of the war shifted decisively in the coalition’s favor. On March 29, American and British forces conducted a full day of continuous bombardment against Baghdad. On April 2, American forces encircled the southern Iraqi city of Karbala, capturing every one of the city’s primary exit routes. On April 3, the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division captured Saddam International Airport. At dawn on April 4, the Iraqi Republican Guard launched a counterattack against American forces occupying Saddam International Airport, using tanks, but was repelled by the overwhelming firepower of American forces. On April 5, with the support of special operations forces, the U.S. 3rd Mechanized Infantry Division and the 1st Marine Expeditionary Force entered the urban area of Baghdad itself. On April 6, following two days of hard fighting, American forces finally captured the central Iraqi city of Karbala, eliminating the remaining threat to the rear of coalition forces advancing on Baghdad. On April 7, American forces secured control over the two primary highways leading into Baghdad, completing an encirclement of the northwestern approach to the city. Iraqi forces employed artillery and surface-to-air missiles to fire on American forces. On April 8, American forces advanced from the north and south simultaneously, converging on Baghdad, and captured Rashid military airfield, southeast of Baghdad. On April 9, American tanks entered Baghdad, capturing Saddam City. Beginning on April 10, the U.S. 82nd Airborne Division and the 173rd Airborne Brigade, among other coalition forces, began conducting encircling operations against the important northern cities of Mosul, Kirkuk, and Tikrit, successively capturing these cities in turn. Facing this rapid, deep coalition advance, Iraq mounted only limited resistance; Iraqi leadership called upon Iraqi soldiers and civilians alike to conduct “mutual annihilation”-style suicide attacks against American and British coalition forces.

(4) The Concluding Phase of the War (April 15 – May 1)

During this phase, coalition military operations focused chiefly on mopping up remaining Iraqi resistance, expanding upon the coalition’s own military gains, and beginning to address the challenges of postwar reconstruction. On April 15, coalition forces secured control over the entirety of Iraqi territory. On May 1, American President Bush, speaking from the aircraft carrier Abraham Lincoln as it returned to the United States from the Gulf, delivered a televised address announcing that the United States and its allied coalition partners had concluded the primary combat operations of the war in Iraq. From this point on, American forces intensified their own efforts to hunt down remaining Iraqi resistance, distributing a “deck of cards” wanted list targeting senior Iraqi political and military figures, conducting operations against various concealed anti-American armed groups, intensifying the search for weapons of mass destruction, and accelerating efforts to organize Iraqi police forces to help maintain local public order and security.

Over the course of the entire Iraq War, the American-British coalition flew a combined total of more than 41,400 combat sorties of various aircraft types (of which American forces flew more than 38,350), and dropped a combined total of 29,199 munitions of various types (of which American forces dropped 28,396). Coalition forces suffered 156 killed and five missing, and lost three fighter aircraft, thirteen helicopters, and eight tanks and armored vehicles. Iraqi casualties are estimated to range between 5,000 and 20,000, with roughly 7,000 taken prisoner, and substantial civilian casualties as well.



III. Commentary

The Iraq War stands as a large-scale, high-technology local war — an asymmetric conflict marked by pronounced “generational” gaps in weapons and equipment, and by an overwhelming disparity in overall strength between the two sides. The United States and Iraq contested one another across the domains of firepower warfare, public-opinion warfare, psychological warfare, and legal warfare alike, vividly demonstrating the tremendous power that emerges from the organic integration of advanced military thought and operational doctrine, the coordinated combination of the so-called “three warfares” (public-opinion, psychological, and legal warfare) with conventional military operations, and the close integration of “soft-kill” and “hard-kill” capabilities alike. This particular battle case stands as a classic example genuinely deserving of careful and thorough study by the high- and mid-level commanders of our own armed forces. It displays the principal characteristic features of warfare under information-age conditions, and represents one of the high points in the development of large-scale conflict since the end of the Second World War, reflecting a fundamental transformation in the very form and style of modern warfare. Unless and until an even larger-scale conflict breaks out in the future, this particular war will remain among the primary teaching materials for our own continued research and study.

(1) The American-British Coalition’s Rapid Victory Reflects the Triumph of Advanced Military Thought and Operational Doctrine

Advanced military theory serves as the essential precondition guiding the sound and healthy development of any nation’s armed forces, and stands as an important factor determining ultimate victory in war. American forces have long placed tremendous emphasis on the leading role military theory plays in guiding force development and war preparation, establishing a systematic mechanism encompassing theoretical guidance, thorough theoretical justification, technology selection, weapons development, experimental assessment, and exercise-based and combat-based verification and testing. In the Iraq War, American forces put into practice a number of new operational theories and new modes of military thinking, including “shock and awe” theory, rapid decisive operations theory, full-dimensional operations theory, and joint operations theory. The core idea underlying “shock and awe” theory is to conduct fierce, rapid strikes against an adversary’s key vulnerable targets, combined with comprehensive control over the enemy’s own perception of the unfolding situation, so as to convince the enemy of its own fundamental weakness and of overwhelming American strength, thereby compelling the enemy to abandon resistance altogether. The coalition’s own “decapitation strike” operation at the outset of the war, together with its rapid breakthrough operations and precision strikes more broadly, all reflected the essential operational characteristics of this particular “shock and awe” strategic doctrine. Rapid decisive operations, meanwhile, refers to the comprehensive integration of knowledge, command and control, and effects-based operations to achieve predetermined political or military objectives. The primary characteristics of rapid decisive operations include knowledge-centric warfare, effects-based operations, close coordination, and comprehensive networked integration. Throughout the war, American forces consistently treated the Iraqi leadership, headed by Saddam Hussein, and the capital city of Baghdad, as the primary “center of gravity” targets for their own strikes. Throughout this process, American force deployment and operational conduct alike consistently emphasized “speed” from beginning to end — American forces, for instance, needed only roughly three months, from the initial buildup of forces in the Gulf region to the actual launch of the war, to complete the deployment of 200,000 troops together with their necessary equipment; and American ground forces advanced to within just eighty kilometers of Baghdad, at Karbala, within a mere four days. Full-dimensional operations theory emphasizes making full use of every available means, across every possible category of military and non-military operation, to accomplish any assigned mission decisively, at the lowest possible cost. Over the course of the war, coalition forces launched a fully integrated joint operation against Iraq, spanning the entire spectrum of the battlefield — land, sea, air, space, and the electromagnetic domain alike — and further undermined Iraqi resistance through political warfare, diplomatic warfare, propaganda warfare, and economic warfare. Iraq, by contrast, never once articulated, either before or during the war, any genuinely scientific or effective military theory or doctrine capable of countering American operations. To a certain degree, it may fairly be said that this backwardness in military theory and operational thinking directly contributed to the swift collapse of Iraqi resistance. The Iraq War demonstrates that victory or defeat in war depends increasingly on the forward-looking design and continued innovative development of military theory itself.

(2) The Iraq War Stands as an Asymmetric Conflict Marked by a Genuine Generational Gap in Weapons and Equipment

Relying on their own overwhelming military strength, the United States and Britain secured an absolute military advantage over Iraq, conducting high-intensity precision strikes against Iraq using vast quantities of high-technology weaponry. Over the course of the war, American forces deployed advanced combat aircraft including the F-117, F-15, B-1B, and B-52, together with high-technology naval weaponry deployed aboard six carrier battle groups; American forces employed a wide array of new weapons systems, including the F/A-18E “Super Hornet” fighter aircraft, digitized tanks, electromagnetic bombs, “sensor fusion weapons,” “agent-defeat” bombs, the Tomahawk Block IV cruise missile, “Stryker” wheeled combat vehicles, improved “Patriot” missiles, and advanced night-vision and thermal-imaging equipment; American forces also employed a wide array of information-warfare weaponry directed against Iraq’s own intelligence, communication, and command information systems, including anti-radiation missiles, electromagnetic-pulse bombs, microwave bombs, graphite bombs, and computer-virus weapons. Of the 28,396 munitions American forces expended over the course of this war, fully 68 percent consisted of laser-guided or satellite-guided precision munitions. On March 27, a single American B-2 stealth bomber, employing laser-guidance methods, dropped two massive 2,086-kilogram EGBU-28 “smart” bombs on Baghdad, destroying the Iraqi communications command center and other command facilities in the city, minimizing collateral damage while achieving maximum effectiveness against the intended military targets. British forces, too, made extensive use of highly precise new-generation air-to-surface missiles, including the “ALARM” and “Storm Shadow” missiles. American forces also deployed a number of newly organized units to the theater, including the first-ever digitized division, an air and space expeditionary force, and a reorganized 2nd Armored Cavalry Regiment. Relying on their own advantages in high technology and troop strength, coalition forces exercised complete control over the battlespace, the tempo of operations, and the selection of targets, firmly holding the strategic initiative throughout the entire war. The disparity between Iraqi and American-British forces, in terms of both the quality and the quantity of manpower and equipment alike, proved genuinely enormous. Having endured repeated rounds of international sanctions, Iraq’s own capacity to sustain combat operations had, by this point, already declined considerably, and Iraq had, for the most part, lost its own capacity to research and develop high-performance weapons systems, with its existing weapons and equipment, too, having never undergone any meaningful modernization or upgrade. It is clear, then, that Iraqi forces remained, in essence, a backward, mechanized military force still rooted in the industrial age. Over the course of the war, Iraqi forces found themselves essentially without any effective means of countering American and British armed helicopters, armored vehicles, and missiles, and proved largely incapable of mounting any genuinely effective resistance. This makes clear that a backward, mechanized military force finds it extremely difficult to effectively resist a highly informatized adversary. It is evident, then, that high-technology weapons and equipment have, by this point, become an extraordinarily important factor determining victory or defeat in war, and that improving weapons and equipment stands as a fundamental and essential precondition for the conduct of modern warfare. This offers us an important warning: we must place tremendous emphasis on the research and development of weapons and equipment, and must actively pursue new approaches to equipping our own armed forces with advanced, high-technology capability.

(3) Securing Command of Information Emerged as the Decisive Factor Determining Victory or Defeat in the Iraq War

Before and after the Iraq War, Geoff Hoon, then serving as British Secretary of State for Defence, observed that the single greatest difference between the Gulf War of years past and the present-day Iraq War lay in the fact that the United States now possessed considerably more advanced information-technology capability than it had at the time of the earlier conflict. Before the war, the informatization levels of American army, navy, and air force equipment respectively reached more than 50 percent, 60 percent, and 70 percent. Built around information technology, and relying on a comprehensive information environment, coalition forces integrated their own C4ISR network systems into a single, unified whole, achieving comprehensive sharing of information resources, timely exchange of operational information, and fully integrated operational command — dramatically enhancing overall combat effectiveness as a result. The entire process, for American forces, of acquiring, transmitting, and processing target information, feeding this information back to the relevant operational platform, and completing the resulting firepower strike, required only roughly ten seconds in total — compared with a full forty-eight hours for this same process during the Gulf War. In terms of command operations, American forces made use of digitized maps and battlefield-situation display systems, allowing commanders to observe the evolving battlefield situation in real time on large display screens, directing operations and coordinating forces accordingly. American forces also placed particular emphasis on suppressing Iraq’s own information capability, seeking absolute control over the information battlespace. American forces constructed what amounted to an “information dome” encompassing the whole of Iraqi territory, rendering the entire battlefield “one-way transparent” to American forces. The American-British coalition together deployed more than ninety satellites of various types, including “Lacrosse” and “Trumpet” reconnaissance satellites, more than fifty of them military satellites; deployed “Predator,” “Shadow,” and other unmanned reconnaissance aircraft, together with numerous maritime electronic reconnaissance vessels; and dispatched 9,000 “Gray Fox” special operations personnel. At the same time, American forces employed precision firepower to sever Iraq’s own information links entirely, comprehensively stripping Iraqi forces of information capability across every domain. American forces repeatedly deployed electronic-warfare aircraft to conduct intense electronic jamming, supporting both aerial penetration and ground assault operations; at the same time, American forces employed anti-radiation methods to destroy Iraqi radar installations, and conducted radio identification and precise positioning of important Iraqi electronic targets, promptly directing firepower strikes against them. Lacking genuine information superiority, and unable to provide the early-warning intelligence it so urgently needed, the Iraqi military became, in effect, a headless, blind force, unable to launch its own aircraft or fire its own missiles, and proved entirely incapable of mounting any genuinely effective resistance against American aerial assault. This demonstrates that, in information-based warfare, genuine information superiority represents the true decisive advantage — whoever secures command of information will secure the initiative in war as well. For the foreseeable future, information technology will continue to occupy the dominant, core position in the ongoing evolution of the very form of warfare itself, and information-based national defense and information-based armed forces will stand as the principal defining characteristic of the ongoing global revolution in military affairs, and the inevitable direction every nation’s own national defense and military development must pursue.

(4) Integrated Joint Operations across Land, Sea, Air, Space, and the Electromagnetic Domain Began Taking Initial Shape

In the Iraq War, American, British, Australian, and other coalition forces needed to conduct military operations together as a genuinely unified whole; the crucial question was how to make appropriate and effective use of each participating nation’s own army, navy, air force, marine forces, and special operations forces, ensuring genuinely effective coordination among all participating units. The U.S. Department of Defense, reflecting after the war on the lessons of the Iraq War, observed that the Iraq War stands as the first genuinely comprehensive joint operation conducted since the promulgation of the Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act of 1986 — a fully integrated joint operation conducted under the guidance of full-dimensional operational doctrine. In terms of the methods of command employed, coalition forces, relying on their own information superiority, employed a wide array of information systems to integrate reconnaissance and surveillance, early-warning capability, communication, command and control, intelligence processing, operational decision-making, and the actual conduct of combat operations into a single, unified whole. In terms of the operational battlespace itself, land, sea, air, outer space, and the information domain were all integrated into a single, unified operational whole. In terms of the elements of combat power employed, every weapons platform, every weapons system, and every participating force — front-line and rear-area units alike — were integrated into a single, organic whole, with combat units, combat-support units, and combat-service-support units alike able to share information, coordinate closely with one another, and provide mutual support. Throughout the course of the campaign, coalition air forces consistently held command of the air, and sustained, fierce aerial bombardment devastated Iraqi combat strength, effectively supporting the operations of coalition ground forces. Coalition naval forces, meanwhile, consistently held command of the sea, keeping open crucial maritime transportation corridors; coalition naval carrier-based aircraft and combat vessels provided powerful support for the aerial assault on Iraq, with 90 percent of the coalition’s own high-precision strikes against Iraqi targets conducted by the U.S. Navy. Coalition ground forces, for their part, made full and effective use of the results and favorable opportunities created by coalition aerial bombardment, advancing rapidly and pressing deep into Iraqi territory. American special operations forces conducted deep reconnaissance behind enemy lines, protecting oil fields and capturing airfields and other important facilities, playing a crucial role in operational execution, effectiveness assessment, and psychological operations alike. American space forces ensured the rapid acquisition, processing, and transmission of every category of information, guaranteeing the precise and highly efficient operation of the coalition’s own C4ISR systems, and playing an important role in operational support more broadly. Coordination between coalition ground forces and coalition air power, and among every branch of the armed forces more broadly, proved genuinely close and effective throughout, achieving precisely the kind of integrated combination of sea, air, land, and space power the coalition’s own operational doctrine of “shock and awe” had envisioned — conducting relentless, successive waves of strikes against numerous targets simultaneously. Faced with the American-British coalition’s own highly integrated joint operational capability, Iraq’s own reliance on purely land-based operational methods proved manifestly inadequate to resist, and Iraqi defeat, under these circumstances, was simply unavoidable. Following the war, senior American and British commanders, together with numerous military experts from around the world, offered their own commentary on the Iraq War, observing that the American military’s own tactical approach of a rapid, direct thrust toward Baghdad, combining land and air power into a single, unified whole, marked the arrival of an entirely new American operational paradigm for the 21st century.

(5) “Public-Opinion Warfare, Psychological Warfare, and Legal Warfare” Ran throughout the Entire Course of the War

In the Iraq War, “public-opinion warfare, psychological warfare, and legal warfare” were elevated to the level of genuine strategic significance. Both the United States and Iraq treated these so-called “three warfares” as a fundamental strategic approach, employing the methods of the “three warfares” as an important operational tool, and treating the forces engaged in these “three warfares” as a genuinely essential pillar of their own overall war effort — planning these efforts well in advance, deploying them early, and implementing them throughout the entire course of the conflict, closely aligning the objectives of these “three warfares” with the broader objectives of the war itself, and thereby bringing the “soft-kill” potential of these “three warfares” fully to bear.

In terms of public-opinion warfare, the United States, even before the war began, vigorously promoted the theories of the “axis of evil” and “preemption,” intensifying its own media penetration into the Middle East, launching the Middle East Radio Network in April 2002, and establishing a newly formed “Office of Strategic Influence.” Both the American government and mainstream American media worked continuously to demonize Saddam Hussein. Through this sustained campaign of government and media propaganda, the American public came to broadly accept the government’s own position, with the great majority of Americans believing that the United States ought to join with the broader international community in overthrowing Saddam Hussein’s regime, eliminating the threat Iraq posed, and liberating the Iraqi people. Over the course of the war, the United States invited more than 500 journalists from around the world to conduct “embedded” reporting; employed aircraft to drop leaflets and distribute small radio receivers, so as to conduct anti-Saddam propaganda; and dispatched intelligence agents and special operations personnel to conduct efforts to subvert and turn Iraqi personnel, among other measures, intensifying American propaganda efforts while simultaneously suppressing Iraqi media coverage. Before the outbreak of war, Iraq had proclaimed that the Iraqi government had fully complied with the terms of the UN weapons inspection agreements, actively cooperating with the work of UN inspectors throughout the inspection process, striving to secure political initiative and to win the understanding and support of the broader international community. Once the war had actually broken out, Iraq made use of CNN, the BBC, Reuters, and Al Jazeera, among other media outlets, to expose falsehoods propagated by the United States. When American forces, for instance, announced that “Saddam Hussein has already been killed,” Iraqi state television immediately broadcast a televised address in which Saddam Hussein himself called upon the Iraqi people to rise up and resist the American-British invasion — a broadcast that instantly discredited America’s own claims. Mohammed Saeed al-Sahhaf, the Iraqi Minister of Information who served as the government’s own official spokesman, in particular, gave a genuinely remarkable performance at his own daily press briefings in Baghdad, becoming, in his own right, a genuine sensation. Not only did he skillfully leverage foreign media to amplify his own messaging, but his own remarkably sharp and articulate rhetoric succeeded, for a time, in creating a genuine “fog of war” that left the United States and Britain, at certain points in the conflict, genuinely on the defensive in the broader battle over public opinion. On the whole, however, Iraq’s own understanding and application of news and public-opinion warfare remained confined largely to the tactical level, never rising to the level of genuine strategic planning, nor developing into any genuinely clear, coherent implementation strategy.

In terms of psychological warfare, following the Gulf War, American forces had consistently maintained dedicated contingency plans for psychological operations against Iraq, updating these plans on a regular two-to-four-year cycle. Gerald Templer [likely a reference to a specific American psychological-operations official], responsible for executing American psychological-warfare plans, observed: in this particular conflict, actual armed combat accounted for only about 25 percent of the overall effort, while the remaining 75 percent was devoted to winning the support of the Iraqi people for the American cause. Over the course of the war, the United States committed substantial manpower and material resources, deploying dedicated psychological-warfare units, making use of every method modern information technology could offer, so that American psychological-warfare operations displayed genuinely comprehensive characteristics — spanning every domain, operating around the clock, and employing every available format. Television, radio, the internet, email, and mobile communications, among other advanced media technologies, were all comprehensively employed; American forces fabricated and disseminated false news reports, false images, and false audio recordings to disrupt and confuse the Iraqi population psychologically; American forces also dispatched psychological specialists to accompany the troops, providing psychological counseling and researching the psychological characteristics of Iraqi military and civilian personnel alike. American psychological-warfare specialists, for instance, identified a particular psychological vulnerability among young Arab men — a tendency toward intense emotional reaction whenever they perceived themselves as having been insulted or accused of a lack of manhood — and, in the course of the assault on Baghdad, American radio broadcasts repeatedly played recordings taunting Iraqi soldiers as cowards, in the Arabic language. Upon hearing these taunting broadcasts, members of the so-called “Saddam Fedayeen” would frequently fly into a rage, and, “to defend their own honor,” would rush out from their own concealed positions, becoming easy targets for American gunfire as a result. Iraq, for its own part, even as it continued to mount military resistance, adopted a strategy of “responding after the fact,” effectively checking the coalition’s own psychological offensive. Iraq worked to secure the sympathy and support of the broader international community, actively cultivating an atmosphere of unified, nationwide popular resistance and exposing the falseness of American propaganda, so as to boost the morale of its own military and civilian population alike and to heighten American forces’ own psychological apprehension about the conflict. Images of Saddam Hussein, for instance, could be seen everywhere throughout the city of Baghdad, even as the fighting raged on; Iraqi radio broadcasts continuously aired speeches from Saddam Hussein exhorting the troops to fight on, and reports of ongoing military councils, together with broadcasts describing the fierce resistance American and British forces were encountering, among other measures. And yet, because American psychological-warfare preparations proved considerably more thorough — in terms of organization, manpower, material resources, and specialized personnel alike — American psychological-warfare operations ultimately proved considerably more effective, and, in the later stages of the war, a portion of Iraqi forces surrendered without even being forced to fight, with some senior Iraqi military officers even defecting outright.

In terms of legal warfare, both the United States and Iraq placed considerable emphasis on the strategic application of the laws of war, each seeking to make full use of the law of armed conflict to serve its own particular political and military objectives. First, with respect to the question of the war’s own legality. The United States worked strenuously to portray its war against Iraq as entirely lawful, arguing that Iraq maintained ties to the September 11 terrorist attacks and possessed weapons of mass destruction, thereby constituting a genuine threat to American national security; in order to eliminate this potential threat, the United States argued, it needed to take “preemptive” military action. Iraq, by contrast, argued, on the basis of international law, that this war constituted an act of aggression by the American-British coalition against Iraq, and that Iraq itself bore no responsibility whatsoever for the conflict. Before the war, Iraq repeatedly and emphatically stressed that no evidence whatsoever existed linking Iraq to terrorist organizations, and that the weapons of mass destruction the United States alleged Iraq possessed simply did not exist, adopting a posture of having made every possible effort to preserve peace. The moment the war actually began, Iraq’s own permanent representative to the United Nations sent a formal letter to the UN Secretary-General, condemning the American attack on Iraq as a violation of the fundamental principles of international law, and calling upon the Security Council to convene a formal debate on the matter. Over the course of the war, senior Iraqi officials captured by American forces likewise consistently and unanimously insisted that “Iraq possesses no weapons of mass destruction whatsoever” — a consistent Iraqi position that won Iraq considerable international sympathy, and placed the United States, in turn, in an increasingly defensive position internationally. Second, both sides worked to portray their own conduct of the war itself as entirely lawful. Before the war began, the Pentagon dispatched several dozen military lawyers to serve on the staff of every level of command throughout the Gulf region, responsible for helping formulate operational strategy, confirm target designations, and participate in the process of confirming the weapons to be employed against any given target — thereby projecting, to the broader international community, a carefully cultivated image of an American military scrupulously compliant with the laws of war. The United States also vigorously publicized coalition forces’ own efforts to treat wounded Iraqi soldiers and to distribute humanitarian relief supplies to Iraqi civilians, thereby burnishing the coalition’s own image as a genuinely “humanitarian” force; the United States attributed responsibility for any earlier Iraqi violations to Iraq’s own prior misconduct, or else justified its own conduct on grounds of “military necessity” — describing the deaths of numerous civilians in American bombing raids, for instance, as “unavoidable collateral damage.” Iraq, for its own part, argued that its own military actions constituted a legitimate defensive response to American-British aggression; Iraq further argued that its own use of suicide attacks and “human shield” tactics were not, in fact, orchestrated or organized by the Iraqi government itself, but rather represented the spontaneous actions of genuinely committed volunteers, motivated by a righteous sense of justice — evidence, Iraq argued, of the depth of popular support the Iraqi cause commanded among its own population. Third, both sides sought to expose their adversary’s own violations of the laws of war. At the very outset of the war, President Bush declared that the United States faced an adversary who held the rules and moral principles of warfare in open contempt, accusing Saddam Hussein of deliberately positioning Iraqi troops and military equipment within civilian residential areas, seeking to use innocent civilians as a human shield for his own military forces. Iraq, for its own part, argued that the American-British coalition, too, had engaged in unlawful conduct over the course of the fighting — employing prohibited weapons, for instance, and bombing Iraqi television broadcasting facilities and civilian residential areas, inflicting substantial civilian casualties as a result — and worked to expose such conduct promptly through media channels. Fourth, both sides employed legal means as a form of deterrence and intimidation. Over the course of the war, President Bush repeatedly warned Iraqi military and civilian personnel alike against setting fire to oil wells, employing weapons of mass destruction, or mistreating prisoners of war, threatening that any such conduct would be treated as a war crime — seeking, through such warnings, to deter unlawful conduct on the part of Iraqi military and civilian personnel alike. Iraq, for its own part, with Vice President Taha Yassin Ramadan issuing repeated warnings that further suicide bombing attacks against American-British coalition forces would follow, inflicted considerable psychological pressure on coalition forces as a result. Fundamentally speaking, the Iraq War represented nothing more than a unilateral military action undertaken by the United States and Britain in pursuit of their own political objectives and economic interests — a reckless military gamble through which the United States sought to supplant the United Nations’ own collective security framework with a doctrine of American unilateralism, precipitating a genuine “crisis of credibility” for both international law and the United Nations itself, and ultimately rendering the Iraq War a conflict that, while achieving decisive military victory, ultimately ended in genuine and lasting political failure.

Over the course of the Iraq War, public-opinion warfare, psychological warfare, and legal warfare were never conducted as three isolated, mutually unrelated forms of combat, but rather as a mutually reinforcing, closely coordinated, and organically unified comprehensive operational approach, running throughout the entire course of the broader firepower-based military campaign from beginning to end. This makes clear that public-opinion warfare, psychological warfare, and legal warfare can only achieve their full effectiveness when grounded upon a foundation of genuine firepower-based military capability; and, conversely, that firepower-based military operations can only achieve genuine, thorough victory — both military and political alike — when combined effectively with public-opinion warfare, psychological warfare, and legal warfare. The high-intensity firepower strikes the American-British coalition conducted over the course of this war undoubtedly reinforced the effectiveness of its own public-opinion, psychological, and legal-warfare efforts — and yet, because the coalition’s own conduct of the war violated international law in certain respects, and because of instances of prisoner mistreatment, the coalition ultimately lost the broader battle for public opinion, so that the war’s ultimate outcome amounted to military victory combined with genuine political defeat. This offers us an important lesson: we must treat public-opinion warfare, psychological warfare, and legal warfare as a single, integrated system, properly managing the relationship between these “three warfares” and conventional firepower-based military operations, integrating them closely with the realities of actual military preparation and combat readiness, conscientiously exploring the methods, means, and mechanisms through which public-opinion warfare, psychological warfare, and legal warfare might be employed together in a genuinely integrated fashion, intensifying realistic combat-oriented training and exercises in this regard, and thereby bringing the direct operational effectiveness of our own armed forces’ public-opinion warfare, psychological warfare, and legal warfare capabilities fully to bear.







Part Three: Ancient Chinese Battle Cases




Chapter 27: The Battle of Muye (King Wu’s Conquest of King Zhòu of Shang) (1048–1046 BC)

The Battle of Muye was the decisive strategic engagement fought between the forces of King Wu of Zhou and the army of King Zhòu of Shang at Muye (in the region north of the Wei River, south of present-day Qi county, Henan province) — an engagement traditionally known in Chinese historiography as “King Wu’s Conquest of Zhòu.” This battle took place roughly between 1048 and 1046 BC. Zhou forces committed roughly 48,000 troops, together with 300 war chariots; Shang forces committed roughly 170,000 troops. The battle ended with King Zhòu’s own self-immolation and the total collapse of the Shang dynasty. The Battle of Muye stands as a celebrated early example of chariot warfare in ancient China. It brought to an end the Shang dynasty’s 600-year rule, established the Zhou dynasty’s own governing order over the Central Plains region, and opened the way for the full flourishing of Western Zhou ritual and musical civilization — exerting a profound and lasting influence on the subsequent course of Chinese history.


I. Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

Following King Tang of Shang’s defeat of Jie, the final ruler of the Xia dynasty, the Shang dynasty was founded, and would go on to endure for more than 600 years. Over the course of this long historical period, the Shang dynasty passed through a full cycle of development, rising from great strength to eventual decline. Following the death of Wu Ding, the twenty-third king of Shang, the dynasty entered a period of gradual decline, and, by the time the throne passed to Zhòu Xin, the thirty-first and final king of Shang, the dynasty found itself approaching its own final end.

According to the Records of the Grand Historian, King Zhòu of Shang was, in fact, far from being a foolish or incompetent ruler; on the contrary, he was a man of considerable physical strength, remarkable natural intelligence, and outstanding intellectual ability. He possessed, as the historical record describes, “wisdom sufficient to reject remonstration, and eloquence sufficient to gloss over his own faults; he flaunted his own talents before his ministers, and paraded his own fame throughout the realm, believing that everyone beneath him fell short of his own greatness.” And yet he was also arrogant, tyrannical, and self-indulgent, governing according to his own whims, squandering resources without restraint, and indulging himself in a life of drunken excess and sensual pleasure. Politically, he rejected the counsel of loyal ministers, recklessly executing men of genuine talent and virtue, while placing his trust instead in flattering sycophants — driving away many of the powerful, prestigious, and influential regional lords who had once served the Shang dynasty faithfully. All of this provoked widespread discontent and resentment among the Shang aristocracy, and threw the whole of society into a state of mounting turmoil and unrest, giving rise to what contemporary accounts described as a situation “as chaotic as a swarm of hornets, as turbulent as a boiling cauldron.”

The state of Zhou had originally been a small, ancient tribal polity situated along the middle reaches of the Wei River, in what is today the central part of Shaanxi province. Blessed with abundant water and lush pastureland, fertile soil, and a climate well suited to agriculture, and possessing considerable expertise in cultivation techniques, the Zhou people gradually grew and prospered over time. During the reign of King Wu Ding of Shang, Zhou served as one of the Shang dynasty’s own vassal states. Beginning with King Wen of Zhou, Zhou saw the rise of a whole generation of shrewd, capable leaders, skilled in both civil and military affairs alike — figures such as Jiang Shang (Lü Shang) and the Duke of Zhou. Economically, Zhou implemented a series of agricultural policies well suited to the needs of social development, and its national strength grew correspondingly, allowing it to begin actively expanding its own territory outward. Zhou successively defeated the Quanrong people to the northwest (settled in present-day Fengxiang, Shaanxi), the state of Li (in present-day southeastern Changzhi, Shanxi), and the state of Yu (in present-day northwestern Qinyang, Henan), before going on to seize the territory of Chong (in present-day northeastern Song county, Henan), held by Chonghou Hu, one of King Zhòu’s own favored ministers — thereby extending Zhou influence deep into the very heartland of Shang territory, and opening a clear path for an eventual advance on the Shang capital, Zhaoge. Zhou’s own territory expanded by a thousand li, and its prestige and influence grew correspondingly formidable. As the Records of the Grand Historian records: “Two-thirds of the realm had, by this point, already come to acknowledge the authority of Zhou.” King Wen of Zhou’s own ambition to become sovereign over the entire realm, and the formidable, unrelenting momentum of Zhou’s own eastward expansion, sent shockwaves through the Shang court. King Zhòu of Shang was, at this point, preparing to launch his own military campaign against Zhou, when the Dongyi peoples (settled in the region of the present-day Yangtze and Huai rivers) rose in rebellion against Shang rule as well, forcing King Zhòu to redirect his own military strength eastward instead, becoming mired in a protracted war against the Dongyi. Following King Wen of Zhou’s own death, his son, King Wu of Zhou,

took full advantage of this window of opportunity, with the Shang dynasty preoccupied with its own eastern campaign and unable to turn its attention westward, and, with the support of Jiang Shang and the Duke of Zhou, continued strengthening Zhou’s own military strength, intensifying preparations for the coming campaign to overthrow the Shang dynasty entirely.

Zhou’s Strategic Plan: Zhou planned to conceal its own true strength and intentions while quietly advancing its own preparations, combining political offensive with a gradual, incremental military encroachment, first securing the strategic initiative before then concentrating its own strength, striking first at the decisive moment and place, and defeating Shang forces in a single, decisive stroke.

Shang’s Strategic Plan: Shang planned to rely on whatever numerically superior forces it could hastily assemble to check the Zhou advance, so as to suppress this rebellion and stabilize the situation, buying itself a temporary respite.



II. The Course of the Campaign

Historical records indicate that, two years before King Wu of Zhou actually launched his campaign to overthrow the Shang dynasty, he conducted a formal military review at Mengjin (northeast of present-day Mengjin, Henan province); it was only two years after this review that he actually began his campaign against Shang.

(1) The Military Review at Mengjin (1048 BC)

Seeking to unite the various forces opposed to Shang rule, King Wu of Zhou, in the second year of his own reign, carried the spirit tablet of his late father, King Wen, into battle with him, leading his forces eastward and conducting a formal military review at Mengjin — an event historical records describe as follows: “He reviewed his troops in the east, reaching as far as Mengjin.” According to tradition, some 800 regional lords came to join this assembly, forming a united coalition determined to overthrow the Shang dynasty together. And yet King Wu of Zhou, mindful that three senior Shang ministers — the Viscount of Wei, Jizi, and Bigan — remained alive and active at court, judged that Zhou lacked sufficient confidence of victory, and that the moment to overthrow Shang had not yet fully arrived. He accordingly declined the assembled lords’ proposal to launch an immediate attack against Shang, instead leading his own forces back westward, choosing to wait for a more opportune moment to launch his campaign. At the same time, King Wu offered generous rewards and titles as an inducement to win over senior Shang ministers — Weizi Qi and Jiao Ge among them — encouraging internal rebellion against King Zhòu from within the Shang court itself. Zhou also dispatched agents to infiltrate the Shang capital, Zhaoge (in present-day Qi county, Henan), to gather intelligence on conditions within the Shang court.

Over the two years following the assembly at Mengjin, King Zhòu of Shang’s own misrule and tyranny grew increasingly severe. He rejected all remonstration, indulging his own reckless whims without restraint, executing the royal clansman and senior minister Bigan, imprisoning Jizi, and driving Weizi into exile. Popular discontent grew to the point where it could no longer be contained; even the Grand Tutor and Junior Tutor of the Shang court, carrying their own ritual instruments with them, defected and fled to Zhou. At this same moment, the main strength of the Shang army remained far away, engaged in its distant campaign against the Dongyi, leaving the Shang capital, Zhaoge, essentially undefended. King Zhòu had, by this point, already alienated the great mass of his own subjects, finding himself utterly isolated. King Wu of Zhou judged that the moment to launch his own campaign against Shang had, at last, fully arrived. He accordingly issued a proclamation to the assembled regional lords: Shang bears grave and unforgivable guilt, and must be punished without delay. He resolved to strike first, seizing the initiative before Shang could react, and to drive directly toward the Shang capital, overthrowing the dynasty in a single, decisive campaign.

(2) The Decisive Battle at Muye (1046 BC)

In the first month of 1046 BC, King Wu of Zhou, commanding 300 war chariots, 3,000 elite shock troops, and 45,000 armored infantry, set out eastward on his campaign against Shang, his forces advancing in a great, unstoppable wave. In the latter part of that same month, Zhou forces reached Mengjin, where they were joined by the allied forces of the Yong, Shu, Peng, and Pu peoples (all settled along the Han River valley), the Qiang and Wei peoples (both settled along the Wei River valley), and the Wei people (settled in present-day Pinglu, Shanxi province). King Wu delivered his own formal proclamation of war, “The Great Declaration,” condemning King Zhòu of Shang’s own misrule, and declaring that he himself was acting “with reverent obedience to the mandate of Heaven” — thereby reinforcing the legitimacy of his own campaign and bolstering the confidence of his own troops. At this particular moment, Jupiter happened to be positioned in the eastern sky — a configuration traditionally regarded as favorable for undertaking military campaigns — even as heavy rain continued to fall, day and night without pause. Determined not to let this favorable opportunity slip away, King Wu led the main body of Zhou forces, together with the allied forces of the various participating tribes, braving the continuing rain, to continue their advance eastward from Mengjin beginning on the twenty-eighth day of the month, crossing the Yellow River at Si (within present-day Xingyang, Henan province). Facing floodwaters and landslides, King Wu resolutely dispelled any fear or hesitation that had begun to take hold among his own troops, pressing forward on a forced march, day and night, as far as Baiquan (northwest of present-day Hui county, Henan province), before turning eastward, heading directly toward Zhaoge. Along the way, he proclaimed to the Shang populace that Zhou forces sought not to harm the common people, but rather to rid them of a tyrant’s misrule — thereby winning the support of the local population along the route of advance. Zhou forces encountered no Shang resistance whatsoever along their entire route of march, and their advance proceeded smoothly; within a mere six days, by dawn on the fourth day of the second month, Zhou forces had already reached Muye.

News of the advancing Zhou army reached Zhaoge, and the entire Shang court was thrown into a state of considerable panic. King Zhòu, with no other option available to him, hastily organized whatever defensive measures he could. But the main strength of the Shang army remained far away in the southeast, with no possibility of recalling it in time. King Zhòu had no choice but to hastily arm a great mass of enslaved laborers, who, together with the Shang forces already garrisoning the capital, totaled roughly 170,000 men in all; King Zhòu himself personally led this hastily assembled force out to Muye to confront the advancing Zhou army.

At dawn on the fifth day of the second month, once Zhou forces had completed their own battle formation, King Wu delivered a solemn address to his assembled troops — an event traditionally known as “the Oath at Muye.” Before the assembled ranks, King Wu enumerated King Zhòu’s own many crimes: heeding the flattery of his own favored consort, neglecting the sacrifices due to his ancestors, welcoming criminals and fugitive slaves from every corner of the realm into his service, and brutally oppressing the common people, among numerous further offenses — thereby stirring the fighting spirit of his own assembled troops. King Wu then formally proclaimed the specific rules of conduct and military discipline to be observed in the coming battle: after every six or seven paces forward, the troops were to halt and realign their ranks, so as to preserve proper formation; after every four or five, or six or seven, thrusts of the spear, the troops were likewise to halt and realign, so as to maintain a stable battle line. King Wu strictly forbade the killing of any Shang soldier who surrendered, so as to further hasten the disintegration of Shang resistance. Once this solemn oath had concluded, King Wu ordered a general assault against the Shang army. He first ordered “Master Shang and the various commanders to lead the charge” — that is, he had Jiang Shang lead a detachment of elite shock troops to provoke and challenge the Shang forces directly, so as to pin down and confuse the enemy and disrupt their battle formation. King Wu then personally took command of the main body of his own forces, launching a direct assault against King Zhòu’s own army with his war chariots and elite armored shock troops. The terrain in this particular area was comparatively flat and open, allowing the combat effectiveness of Zhou’s own war chariots and elite armored troops to be brought fully to bear. Enslaved laborers and captured prisoners within the Shang ranks, seeing King Wu’s forces advancing, rose in spontaneous revolt, turning their own weapons against their Shang masters and joining the Zhou side instead. As the historical record describes it: “They all turned their weapons and fought against their own side, thereby opening the way for King Wu.” Seizing this opportunity, King Wu led his own main strength in a fierce, driving charge directly against King Zhòu’s own imperial guard, striking down the Shang forces with tremendous force. Although a portion of the Shang aristocracy’s own retainers continued to resist, the Shang army, more than 170,000 strong, ultimately proved unable to withstand the onslaught of the advancing Zhou forces; by dawn, the Shang battle line had collapsed entirely, disintegrating into total chaos. Seeing that all hope was lost, King Zhòu fled back to Zhaoge that very evening in a state of complete panic, and, climbing to the top of the Deer Terrace, set himself ablaze and perished in the flames.

Zhou forces pressed their advantage, capturing Zhaoge, the Shang capital, in a single decisive stroke. King Wu then divided his own forces into four separate columns, launching campaigns against the various regional lords who had remained loyal to the Shang cause, thoroughly eliminating the last remnants of Shang resistance and securing control over the core territories the Shang dynasty had once ruled. With this, the Shang dynasty came, at last, to its final and complete end.



III. Commentary

That the “small state of Zhou” succeeded, in a single decisive battle, in defeating the “great city of Shang” was, in no sense, a matter of mere chance. The Battle of Muye stands as a celebrated example, in Chinese history, of a smaller force defeating a larger one, of a weaker force overcoming a stronger adversary, and of seizing the initiative by striking first. The strategic thinking and operational artistry this battle embodies carry genuinely profound significance for the development of ancient Chinese military thought, and offer later generations valuable and enduring insight.

(1) “Attacking the Enemy’s Strategy” and “Attacking the Enemy’s Alliances” Served as the Fundamental Strategy for Securing a Favorable Strategic Position

In managing relations between Zhou and Shang, King Wen of Zhou outwardly maintained a posture of respectful submission toward the Shang court, so as to lull King Zhòu into complacency. King Wen personally led the various regional lords in paying formal homage to King Zhòu, displaying before him an outward show of so-called “loyalty.” At the same time, he undertook extensive construction projects within his own domain, “arraying female attendants and striking bells and drums,” deliberately projecting an image of a ruler consumed by self-indulgent pleasure-seeking, so as to deceive King Zhòu and lull him into a false sense of security, thereby ensuring that Zhou’s own preparations for the eventual overthrow of Shang could proceed quietly and unimpeded. Politically, King Wen actively cultivated his own virtue and practiced benevolent governance, enriching and benefiting his own people, welcoming talented men from every quarter, and promoting agricultural production, thereby establishing a genuinely enlightened political order in which, as the historical record describes it, “those who tilled the land paid but a ninth part in tax, officials received hereditary stipends, borders were open and unguarded, markets levied no tax on goods, fishing weirs imposed no restriction, and offenders were punished without implicating their own family members.” King Wen’s own policies of “deep benevolence, respect for the elderly, compassion for the young, and courteous treatment of the worthy” won him the broad support and allegiance of the people, and consolidated internal unity within his own domain. Even as he attended to the governance of his own internal affairs, King Wen simultaneously launched an active political and diplomatic offensive against King Zhòu of Shang as well, formally requesting that King Zhòu abolish the notorious “punishment of the burning pillar,” so as to win favor and support while simultaneously isolating King Zhòu to the greatest possible degree. King Wen also mediated fairly and impartially in a territorial dispute between the states of Yu and Rui, and further promulgated formal decrees concerning “runaway slaves and abandoned fields” (governing the search for and recovery of fugitive slaves), thereby protecting the existing interests of slaveholders throughout the realm. Through these various measures, King Wen expanded his own political influence considerably, drawing Shang’s own vassal states progressively away from Shang and toward Zhou instead, and securing a genuinely decisive victory in the broader diplomatic and strategic struggle against Shang.

(2) Skillfully Exploiting a Window of Opportunity, and Striking First to Seize the Initiative, Was an Essential Means of Securing Control of the Battlefield

Taking advantage of the moment when the main strength of the Shang army remained engaged in its distant campaign against the Dongyi, with the capital left undefended, and when internal divisions within the Shang court itself had begun to fracture the regime from within, King Wu of Zhou resolved decisively to lead his own coalition of allied forces in a swift, strategic surprise assault, thereby placing his adversary at a decisive disadvantage — both strategically and tactically — from the very outset, leaving Shang forces in a fundamentally passive position throughout. The Zhou offensive was, in essence, a long-distance surprise assault, one that required careful strategic coordination with the various allied regional lords participating in the campaign; had King Wu failed to seize this fleeting, favorable opportunity — with the main strength of the Shang army engaged far away in the southeast and unable to return in time to defend the capital — it would have proven extraordinarily difficult for Zhou forces to defeat so numerically superior an adversary. King Wu seized this favorable opportunity with remarkable skill, successfully executing his own strategy of exploiting Shang’s own vulnerability and conducting a swift surprise assault on Zhaoge; Zhou forces, over the course of their own advance, encountered no resistance whatsoever from Shang forces, and their advance proceeded with remarkable smoothness. King Zhòu of Shang, by contrast, remained arrogant and dismissive of his adversary throughout, lulled into a false sense of complacency, and made no meaningful preparation whatsoever to defend against the coming Zhou assault — until the moment Zhou forces had already arrived at the very gates of his own capital, at which point he was forced to hastily improvise a defensive force from enslaved laborers and captured prisoners, scrambling desperately to respond to a threat he had never anticipated.

(3) A Formal Oath Before Battle, and the Strict Enforcement of Military Discipline, Served as Effective Means of Strengthening Overall Combat Effectiveness

Before the battle began, King Wu of Zhou, seeking to raise the morale of his own troops, conducted a formal pre-battle mobilization, addressing his own forces and the assembled forces of the allied regional lords, formally enumerating King Zhòu’s own crimes, thereby establishing himself as the righteous champion of a just cause, “consoling the people and punishing the guilty,” and firmly establishing the legitimacy of his own military campaign. This not only strengthened his own officers’ and soldiers’ confidence in their coming victory but also won him the sympathy and support of the common people and soldiers of the Shang territories themselves. King Wu further proclaimed formal military discipline, promising reward for meritorious service and punishment for wrongdoing, so as to encourage his own officers and soldiers to distinguish themselves in the coming battle. To ensure unified and coordinated conduct of the campaign, he also established clear rules of battlefield discipline and formal policy governing the treatment of prisoners of war. Through these various measures, King Wu succeeded in achieving genuine political and military unity among the forces of Zhou, the allied regional lords, and the various tribal peoples of the southwest who joined his campaign, laying the essential foundation for ultimate victory in overthrowing the tyrannical rule of the Shang dynasty. King Zhòu of Shang, by contrast, met with such swift and total defeat precisely because the ruling clique of the Shang dynasty had, by this point, become thoroughly corrupt politically, imposing crushing taxation upon the people and governing through brutal and merciless punishment — thereby losing the support of the people entirely, and finding itself abandoned by even its own closest supporters.

(4) The Combined Use of Orthodox and Unorthodox Tactics, Together with Sound Command, Was the Primary Factor Enabling a Swift and Decisive Victory

In terms of operational command, although Zhou forces were considerably outnumbered by their Shang adversaries, they nevertheless maintained rigorous and disciplined battlefield formation throughout, giving their enemy no opportunity whatsoever to exploit any weakness. In the course of the battle itself, Jiang Shang led a comparatively elite vanguard force in a direct frontal assault against the Shang army. The front-line Shang forces, composed entirely of enslaved laborers and captured prisoners, collapsed even before genuine fighting had properly begun, with many defecting outright to the Zhou side. Seizing this opportunity without hesitation, King Wu committed the main body of his own forces, launching a fierce assault against the enemy’s own battle formation, thoroughly shattering the Shang army’s own battle line and securing decisive victory in the campaign. Shang’s own operational command, by contrast, proved passive and entirely ineffective throughout; combined with the sudden uprising and defection of the hastily conscripted enslaved laborers within its own ranks, who turned their weapons against their own Shang masters, the Shang army’s own total and utter collapse became, in the end, entirely unavoidable.







Chapter 28: The Battle of Changshao Between Qi and Lu (Spring, 684 BC)

The Battle of Changshao was a chariot-based pitched battle fought between the two states of Qi and Lu during the early Spring and Autumn period — one of the most celebrated examples, in Chinese history, of a defending side seizing the initiative from an attacker, and of a weaker force ultimately triumphing over a stronger adversary. This battle took place in the spring of 684 BC. Although Qi entered the war holding a clear military advantage over Lu, the battle ultimately ended in Qi’s defeat and Lu’s victory. This particular defeat dealt a severe setback to Duke Huan of Qi’s own broader ambitions to establish hegemony over the other states of the realm. Mao Zedong himself conducted a dedicated study of the Battle of Changshao between Qi and Lu, and, in his own essay “Problems of Strategy in China’s Revolutionary War,” in the section devoted to “strategic retreat,” quoted in full the account given by the ancient Chinese historian Zuo Qiuming. For the high- and mid-level commanders of our own armed forces, genuine study of Mao Zedong’s own military thought cannot be complete without a thorough study of this particular battle case.


I. Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

Following the relocation of the Zhou capital eastward to Luoyi by King Ping of Zhou in 770 BC, Chinese history entered the Spring and Autumn period, an era characterized by the annexation of smaller states by larger ones and by fierce contention for hegemony among the great powers. Both Qi and Lu had been established as important vassal states during the early years of the Western Zhou dynasty, and the two states bordered one another directly. Amid the turbulent political conditions of the era, conflicts of various kinds inevitably arose between the two neighboring states, and the intensification of these underlying tensions made armed confrontation between them, sooner or later, essentially unavoidable — the Battle of Changshao stands as the direct product of precisely these underlying historical circumstances.

At the time, the state of Lu occupied the southwestern region of present-day Shandong province, with its capital at Qufu (present-day Qufu, Shandong). Lu had preserved, to a comparatively greater degree than most other states of the era, the ritual and musical traditions of the old Western Zhou social order, and, among the various states of the Spring and Autumn period, occupied a position of only secondary rank, its territory and overall national strength considerably inferior to those of Qi. Qi, by contrast, was the fief originally granted to Jiang Ziya (Lü Wang), encompassing the broad expanse of territory in the northeastern part of present-day Shandong province, with its capital at Linzi (northeast of present-day Zibo, Shandong). The territory of Qi was blessed with fertile soil and abundant fishing and salt resources; following the founding of the state, Jiang Ziya implemented a series of sound policies — adapting governance to local custom, simplifying ritual observance, tailoring policy to local conditions, developing the economy, promoting the worthy and rewarding merit, cultivating proper administrative methods, and combining ritual propriety with formal law — that allowed Qi’s economy to flourish and its overall national strength to grow correspondingly formidable; from the Western Zhou period through the Spring and Autumn era, Qi consistently ranked among the foremost great powers of the eastern regions of the Chinese world. The Battle of Changshao broke out against precisely this backdrop of a powerful Qi confronting a comparatively weaker Lu.

In the winter of 686 BC, a political upheaval broke out within the Qi court. Gongsun Wuzhi, a cousin of Duke Xiang of Qi, murdered Duke Xiang and seized the throne for himself. A few months later, the Qi minister Yong Lin, in turn, killed Gongsun Wuzhi, leaving the throne of Qi vacant. At this point, two exiled Qi princes then living abroad — Prince Xiaobai and his elder brother, Prince Jiu — each hoped to seize this opportunity to return to Qi and claim the throne for himself, giving rise to a fierce contest for the succession between the two brothers. In the end, Prince Xiaobai managed to return to Qi first, seizing the throne before his brother could arrive — he is known to history as Duke Huan of Qi, one of the most celebrated rulers of the entire Spring and Autumn period. Prince Jiu, by contrast, proved considerably less fortunate, losing his own life in the course of this power struggle; his own trusted adviser, Guan Zhong, was subsequently brought into Duke Huan’s own service, and would go on to become one of the most important architects of Duke Huan’s eventual rise to hegemony over the other states of the realm.

In the course of this internal power struggle within Qi, the state of Lu had sided with Prince Jiu, at one point openly dispatching troops to support Prince Jiu’s own attempt to return to Qi and claim the throne. But this Lu expedition suffered a decisive defeat at the Battle of Ganshi, losing both troops and equipment, and returning home in humiliating defeat. Lu’s own conduct in this affair only further intensified the underlying tensions between Qi and Lu, and Duke Huan of Qi himself harbored particular and lasting resentment over the matter, refusing to let it rest — tensions that would, in time, ultimately give rise to the Battle of Changshao.

Qi’s Offensive Plan: Once Duke Huan of Qi had firmly consolidated his own hold on the throne, and confident in his own state’s considerable military strength, he disregarded the counsel of his own chief minister, Guan Zhong, who had warned him that “the state has not yet fully stabilized, and rash military action ought to be avoided,” and resolved instead to launch a military campaign against Lu, so as to avenge the earlier grievance of Lu’s support for Prince Jiu’s own attempted return to the throne roughly a year before. Duke Huan hoped to conquer Lu outright in a single decisive campaign, thereby expanding Qi’s own influence abroad.

Lu’s Defensive Plan: At the time, the government of Lu was headed by Duke Zhuang of Lu. On learning of the massive Qi invasion force bearing down upon his own state, Duke Zhuang resolved to mobilize the full strength of his own state to confront the Qi army in a decisive engagement.
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II. The Course of the Campaign

In the spring of 684 BC, Qi launched a massive invasion of Lu.

(1) Cao Gui’s Counsel on the Conduct of War

Just as Duke Zhuang of Lu was preparing to mobilize his own forces to meet the coming Qi invasion, a man named Cao Gui, believing that those currently in power in Lu were mediocre and lacked any genuine long-term strategic vision, and unwilling to stand by and watch his own homeland trampled underfoot by the invading Qi army, sought an audience with Duke Zhuang, requesting to take part in the coming campaign. Cao Gui asked Duke Zhuang what he intended to rely upon in confronting Qi in battle. Duke Zhuang replied that, with respect to matters of clothing and food, he had always been careful to share these things with his own ministers, never keeping them entirely for his own private enjoyment. Cao Gui observed that such gestures amounted to nothing more than small, limited acts of personal favor, incapable of extending genuine benefit to the population as a whole, and that the common people would, accordingly, feel no genuine motivation to fight on the state’s behalf. Duke Zhuang then added that, with respect to religious matters, he had always shown the utmost reverence toward the spirits, never daring to falsify the offerings presented in sacrifice to Heaven and earth, and always maintaining scrupulous good faith in such matters. But Cao Gui observed that such small, scrupulous fidelity toward the spirits was unlikely, on its own, to move the spirits to grant divine favor and blessing in return. Duke Zhuang then reflected further, adding that, with respect to the handling of legal disputes among the common people, although he could not claim to examine every case with perfect and exhaustive thoroughness, he nevertheless always made a genuine effort to handle each case fairly, in accordance with reason and circumstance. At this point, Cao Gui responded that this, at last, represented a genuine fulfillment of a ruler’s proper responsibility toward his own people, a matter of real benefit to the common people of the state — and that Duke Zhuang, on this basis, now possessed the essential foundation needed to secure victory over Qi. Cao Gui then requested to accompany Duke Zhuang to the battlefield himself; Duke Zhuang granted this request, allowing Cao Gui to ride together with him in the very same chariot as they set out for Changshao.

(2) The Decisive Battle at Changshao

In light of the objective reality of Qi’s superior strength and Lu’s own comparative weakness, Lu forces resolved to meet the invading Qi chariots in battle at Changshao (north of present-day Qufu, Shandong — though some accounts place it east of Laiwu instead). Both armies deployed in preparation for the coming decisive engagement; once their respective battle formations had been established, Duke Zhuang of Lu prepared to order the war drums sounded, signaling an assault against the Qi forces, hoping to secure victory by striking first. Seeing this, Cao Gui hastily intervened, advising Duke Zhuang instead to hold his ground and maintain a firm defensive posture, conserving Lu’s own strength while awaiting a more favorable opportunity to strike. Duke Zhuang accepted Cao Gui’s advice, and Lu forces held their position, refraining from any immediate action.

Qi forces, for their part, remained eager to secure a swift victory, and, relying on their own considerable numerical superiority, took the initiative, launching a fierce assault against the Lu position. Seeing the advancing Qi forces, Duke Zhuang was again on the verge of ordering the war drums sounded, signaling a Lu counterattack. Cao Gui again intervened, cautioning that the Qi forces’ morale remained high, and that Lu’s own prospects of victory, should it attack at this particular moment, remained genuinely uncertain — advising instead that Lu forces “remain calm and hold their position,” refraining from taking the offensive. Duke Zhuang accordingly ordered Lu forces to hold firm to their defensive positions, directing only their archers and crossbowmen to fire upon the advancing Qi forces, so as to help stabilize the Lu battle line. Finding no opponent willing to engage them directly, and unable to break through the Lu defensive position, the Qi forces, checked by the fierce fire of Lu’s own archers and crossbowmen, found themselves unable to advance any further, and were ultimately forced to withdraw.

After a brief pause to rest and regroup, Bao Shuya, the Qi commander, ordered a second assault. Cao Gui once again advised Duke Zhuang against taking the offensive, counseling him instead to continue holding his defensive position firmly. Although the Qi assault again proved fierce, Qi forces once again found themselves unable to break through the Lu defensive line, and, their own morale beginning to flag, were forced to withdraw back to their original positions once more. Having launched two separate assaults without Lu forces ever responding in kind, Bao Shuya and his fellow Qi commanders concluded that Lu forces must be too exhausted or too fearful to offer any real resistance, and resolved to launch yet a third assault. But this third successive Qi assault, too, was checked by the resolute Lu defense, and once again failed to achieve the swift, decisive victory Qi had originally hoped for — leaving Qi’s own combat strength considerably diminished, and Qi morale correspondingly demoralized.

Seeing that the decisive moment had, at last, arrived, Cao Gui advised Duke Zhuang to seize the opportunity and launch a resolute counterattack without further delay. Duke Zhuang, heeding this advice, ordered the war drums sounded, signaling a general Lu assault along the entire front. Lu forces, buoyed by their own considerably higher morale, surged forward in a single, decisive charge, fiercely and courageously striking at the enemy, breaking through the Qi chariot formation and inflicting a decisive defeat on the Qi army. Seeing the Qi forces collapsing in retreat, Duke Zhuang was eager to order an immediate pursuit, but Cao Gui once again cautioned him against acting too hastily. Cao Gui first dismounted from the chariot to carefully examine the ruts left behind by the retreating Qi chariots, observing that these tracks displayed unmistakable signs of genuine disarray; he then climbed back aboard the chariot and looked out into the distance, observing that the Qi army’s own banners and pennants, too, were scattered and drooping in disorder — clear confirmation that the Qi army’s retreat was, indeed, a genuine rout, and not merely a feigned withdrawal. Only at this point did Cao Gui advise Duke Zhuang that it was, at last, genuinely safe to launch a pursuit. Duke Zhuang accordingly ordered his forces to pursue the retreating Qi army, inflicting still further devastating losses upon it and driving it entirely out of Lu territory, thereby securing final and complete victory in the Battle of Changshao.

(3) Cao Gui’s Own Reflections on the Battle

Once the fighting had concluded, Duke Zhuang of Lu asked Cao Gui to explain the underlying reasoning behind Lu’s own eventual victory. Cao Gui replied: “In the conduct of warfare, victory ultimately depends on morale and fighting spirit. ‘At the first beat of the drum, morale surges’ — in ancient times, the sounding of the war drum served as the signal to advance, and, the moment the drum sounded, the troops’ own fighting spirit would surge accordingly. ‘By the second beat, this spirit begins to wane’ — by the time the drum sounded a second time to signal a further advance, morale would already have begun to flag somewhat. By the time a third such advance was signaled, the troops’ own fighting spirit would have been entirely exhausted. ‘When the enemy’s own spirit has been exhausted, while our own remains full and abundant’ — once the Qi forces had sounded their own drums and launched their own assault three separate times, their fighting spirit had, by that point, been utterly spent, while our own forces’ morale, by contrast, remained genuinely high — and it was precisely at this moment that we launched our own counterattack, and were accordingly able to defeat the Qi army decisively.” Cao Gui then went on to explain his own reasoning for not immediately ordering a pursuit of the retreating Qi forces: “A great power’s true strength and intentions are difficult to fathom with any real certainty, and I feared the possibility of a concealed ambush.” Qi, after all, remained a genuinely powerful state, one that could not be taken lightly or underestimated, and it was necessary to guard carefully against the possibility that its apparent retreat might, in fact, conceal a hidden ambush, so as to avoid any unnecessary setback of Lu’s own making. “I observed that their chariot tracks were thrown into genuine disorder, and I saw that their banners and pennants, too, hung drooping and disarrayed” — having personally observed the disorderly state of the Qi chariot tracks, and having seen with his own eyes the scattered, disordered state of the Qi army’s own banners and pennants, Cao Gui concluded that it was, at last, genuinely safe to advise a bold pursuit. This explanation left Duke Zhuang of Lu thoroughly satisfied and convinced, and he nodded in full agreement. The victory at the Battle of Changshao washed away years of accumulated humiliation Lu had long suffered, restoring to Duke Zhuang a genuine and well-earned sense of pride and vindication. The now-familiar Chinese idiom “at the first beat of the drum, morale surges” (yigu zuoqi), known to men and women alike even today, in fact originates from precisely this account of the Battle of Changshao, as recorded in the “Tenth Year of Duke Zhuang” chapter of the Zuo Zhuan.

The Battle of Changshao stands as one of the rare setbacks Duke Huan of Qi ever suffered over the course of his own long career pursuing hegemony over the other states of the realm, and stands, too, as one of the rare victories Lu ever achieved in its own protracted rivalry with the considerably more powerful state of Qi. This particular defeat dealt a severe and lasting setback to Duke Huan’s own broader ambition to establish hegemony over the realm.



III. Commentary

The Battle of Changshao between Qi and Lu stands as one of the earliest and most classic examples, in the history of Chinese warfare, of a defending side allowing its adversary to strike first before then seizing the initiative through resolute counterattack, and of wearing down a stronger adversary before ultimately securing victory over it. This battle occupies an important place in the history of Chinese warfare, standing as a celebrated example of a smaller force defeating a larger one, and of a weaker force overcoming a stronger adversary. Although the Battle of Changshao between Qi and Lu was, in scale, a comparatively modest engagement between two regional states, it nevertheless embodies a number of genuinely valuable dialectical insights into the conduct of strategy, operational planning, and tactics alike, drawn from ancient Chinese military thought, and offers us genuinely valuable and enduring lessons even today. Mao Zedong himself, in his own essay “Problems of Strategy in China’s Revolutionary War,” observed: “The circumstances at the time were those of a weak state resisting a strong one. The text describes the political preparations undertaken before the battle — winning the trust of the people; it describes the terrain favorable for the eventual counterattack — Changshao; it describes the favorable moment for launching the counterattack — the moment when ‘the enemy’s spirit is exhausted while ours remains full’; and it describes the moment to begin the pursuit — the moment when the enemy’s chariot tracks are thrown into disorder and its banners droop in disarray. Although this was, in itself, a comparatively minor engagement, it nevertheless simultaneously illustrates the fundamental principles of strategic defense as well. The history of Chinese warfare offers no shortage of examples in which these same principles were successfully applied to secure victory — the Battle of Chenggao between Chu and Han, the Battle of Kunyang under Xin, the Battle of Guandu between Cao Cao and Yuan Shao, the Battle of Red Cliffs between Wu and Wei, the Battle of Xiaoting between Wu and Shu, and the Battle of the Fei River between the Qin and Jin dynasties — all of these celebrated battles, though the relative strength of the two sides varied in each case, shared this same underlying pattern: the weaker side yielded ground initially, allowing its adversary to strike first, before then seizing the initiative and ultimately securing victory.”

(1) Winning the Trust of the People, and Humbly Heeding Sound Counsel, Formed the Essential Foundation for Victory

Faced with the imminent threat of a formidable enemy, Duke Zhuang of Lu made a genuine effort, under considerable pressure, to undertake certain measures aimed at winning the trust and support of his own people — efforts that succeeded in securing a genuine degree of popular support in return. Because the advancing Qi forces posed a direct threat to the safety and survival of the Lu people, this threat itself provoked a spirited popular response of resistance from the people of Lu. This popular support created genuinely favorable internal conditions for Lu’s eventual victory over Qi. Beyond this, before the Battle of Changshao, Duke Zhuang of Lu not only made genuine preparations for the coming war, determined to avenge past humiliation, but also proved willing to set aside social convention and receive Cao Gui — a man who held no official rank or public reputation whatsoever — in a genuinely open and candid audience, discussing with him the broader strategy for defeating the invading enemy, and humbly heeding Cao Gui’s own sound and well-considered operational counsel — a willingness that provided the essential foundation for Lu’s own subsequent sound strategic decision-making.

(2) Conserving Strength While Awaiting the Right Moment, and Seizing Control of the Situation through Calm, Patient Restraint, Was the True Path to Victory

Cao Gui understood, with genuine clarity, that victory in war ultimately depends on the underlying morale and fighting spirit of one’s own troops — that shifts in this underlying morale and fighting spirit can, in themselves, be sufficient to reverse the relative balance of strength between a weaker and a stronger adversary, with a force whose morale remained “full and abundant” prevailing over one whose morale had grown “exhausted.” For this reason, Cao Gui resolved, even before the fighting began, to avoid engaging the enemy’s own initial, most formidable thrust, waiting instead until the enemy’s own strength had begun to wane before launching a counterattack, thereby securing victory through the skillful and patient management of morale and fighting spirit itself. Over the course of the campaign, Lu forces consistently adhered to a strategy of allowing the enemy to strike first before seizing the initiative, wearing down the enemy’s own strength while conserving their own, maintaining a resolute and patient defensive posture, and launching their own counterattack only once the moment was genuinely right — correctly selecting the battlefield itself, and correctly judging the precise moment at which to launch both their counterattack and their subsequent pursuit. Through this approach, Lu forces succeeded in firmly securing and holding the strategic initiative throughout the entire campaign, ultimately achieving decisive victory. Although the Battle of Changshao was, in scale, a comparatively modest engagement, it nevertheless accurately reflects the fundamental underlying laws and principles governing how a weaker military force ought to confront a considerably stronger adversary in battle — and, for precisely this reason, this particular battle has, throughout the ages, remained a subject of enduring admiration and study among military strategists and historians alike. The great military strategist and theorist Mao Zedong himself, in his own essay “Problems of Strategy in China’s Revolutionary War,” offered high praise for the tactical approach Lu employed at the Battle of Changshao, observing that, over the course of the battle, Lu forces “adopted a strategy of allowing the enemy to exhaust itself before striking, defeating the Qi army decisively, and thereby creating one of the most celebrated examples, in the entire history of Chinese warfare, of a weaker military force triumphing over a considerably stronger adversary.” The particular tactical approach Lu forces employed at Changshao — conserving their own strength while awaiting the right moment, seizing control of the situation through calm, patient restraint, wearing down the enemy’s own strength before striking, and striking at the enemy precisely when its own guard had been let down — exerted a profound and lasting influence on the subsequent development of the broader strategic doctrine of “striking only after the enemy has struck first” in later Chinese military thought. Cao Gui’s own analysis and reflections on the conduct of this particular battle — his observation that “at the first beat of the drum, morale surges; by the second, it begins to wane; by the third, it is exhausted entirely” — offers a genuinely profound and insightful piece of military wisdom, one that has served, for later generations, as an invaluable source of inspiration for the development of defensive strategic doctrine centered on the principle of “striking only after the enemy has struck first.”







Chapter 29: The Battle of Chengpu Between Jin and Chu (January–April, 632 BC)

The Battle of Chengpu stands as the first great strategic decisive engagement fought between the states of Jin and Chu, over the contest for hegemony over the Central Plains region, during the Spring and Autumn period. This battle began in January 632 BC, and concluded in April of that same year, lasting nearly three months in all. The allied forces under Jin’s own leadership committed a combined total of nearly 90,000 troops to the campaign; the allied forces under Chu’s own leadership committed roughly 110,000 troops. The battle ultimately ended in Jin’s decisive victory and Chu’s defeat, forcing Chu to temporarily abandon its own ambitions of dominating the Central Plains region; the various states of the Central Plains, one after another, abandoned their own allegiance to Chu, and Jin ultimately succeeded in achieving its own political and military objective of “establishing authority and securing hegemony” over the realm.


I. Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

During the Spring and Autumn period, as the great powers of the realm vied for supremacy, the royal house of Eastern Zhou, though nominally retaining its status as the “sovereign overlord of the realm,” found its actual governing authority confined, in practice, to little more than the capital city of Luoyang and a small surrounding territory. Around the periphery of the Zhou royal domain stood four great regional powers: the state of Qi in the east (covering the greater part of present-day Shandong province); the state of Chu in the south (covering present-day Hunan and Hubei provinces and part of Jiangsu province); the state of Qin in the west (covering the central region of present-day Shaanxi province); and the state of Jin in the north (covering present-day Shanxi province). Nestled among these four great powers lay a number of smaller states, including Lu (in the southeastern part of present-day Shandong province), Song (in the eastern part of present-day Henan province), Cao (in the region of present-day Dingtao, Shandong), and Wey (at the junction of present-day Henan and Shandong provinces) — smaller states that inevitably became the objects of contention and conquest among the great powers surrounding them.

Among the various great powers, the first to achieve genuine hegemony over the realm was the eastern state of Qi — but, following the death of Duke Huan of Qi, internal turmoil engulfed the Qi court, and Qi’s own hegemonic ambitions declined correspondingly. The state of Qin, at this particular time, remained preoccupied chiefly with its own westward expansion, and generally maintained a position of wary neutrality with respect to the broader contest for hegemony unfolding among the eastern states.

At this same moment, the state of Chu, situated along the middle reaches of the Yangtze River, seized the opportunity to extend its own influence northward into the Yellow River basin, decisively defeating Duke Xiang of Song’s own hegemonic ambitions at the Battle of Hong, and expanding its own sphere of influence to encompass the region between the Yangtze, the Huai, the Yellow River, and the Han River, securing control over Cai, Wey, Song, Lu, and numerous other small and medium-sized states. Even as Chu’s own influence expanded rapidly northward, the state of Jin, situated in present-day Shanxi province and the northern part of Henan and the southwestern part of Hebei, was likewise rising to prominence.

In 636 BC, Prince Chong’er of Jin, who had endured many years of hardship and exile abroad, finally returned to Jin and ascended to the throne, becoming known to history as Duke Wen of Jin. Upon assuming power, Duke Wen undertook sweeping domestic political reforms, promoting men of genuine talent and virtue to positions of authority, developing the state’s economy, practicing thrift and moderation in governance, and reorganizing and strengthening his own military forces; in foreign affairs, he raised high the banner of “honoring the Zhou royal house,” thereby winning the support of the various states of the realm, and gradually building up the formidable strength Jin would need to eventually contend for hegemony over the Central Plains region. Jin’s own rapid rise to power provoked considerable alarm within Chu. The underlying tensions between the two states grew correspondingly more acute with each passing day, and the contest for control over the state of Song ultimately brought this simmering conflict to a full and open boil.

Chu’s Allied Strategic Plan: The Chu-led coalition planned to continue its own expansion northward, encircling and attacking Jin so as to crush its forces in a single decisive stroke, thereby securing hegemony over the Central Plains region for Chu.

Jin’s Allied Strategic Plan: The Jin-led coalition planned to lure the enemy deep into unfavorable terrain, waiting until the enemy’s own strength had been sufficiently worn down through exhaustion before seizing the opportune moment to strike a decisive blow against the Chu army, thereby achieving Jin’s own broader objective of “establishing authority and securing hegemony” over the realm.

Chu’s Allied Operational Deployment: Chu forces pursued the retreating Jin army, and, upon reaching the region south of Chengpu, established their own defensive encampment there, relying on the protection afforded by the surrounding hilly terrain, with their backs to the city, deploying in a broad horizontal battle line occupying the high ground, directly confronting the Jin position below. Chu resolved to deploy its three armies in a coordinated, simultaneous advance, launching a direct frontal assault along the entire front: its left and right armies would advance first, with the left army striking the Jin Upper Army and the right army striking the Jin Lower Army, while the Chu central army would advance according to the progress achieved by the left and right armies.

Jin’s Allied Operational Deployment: Jin forces deployed north of Xingtou, with the entire army — war chariots, armored infantry, and cavalry horses alike — fully armed and equipped for battle. Jin resolved that its own Upper Army, reinforced by the allied forces of Qi, would advance against the Chu left army; its own Lower Army, reinforced by the allied forces of Qin, would advance against the Chu right army; while the Jin central army would hold a portion of its own strength in reserve to maintain contact with the main Chu force, controlling a mobile reserve capable of providing coordinated support to operations along either flank as circumstances required.

Order of Battle for Both Sides










	
	Jin Allied Forces
	
	Chu Allied Forces





	Allied Commander-in-Chief
	Duke Wen of Jin (Ji Chong’er)
	Allied Commander-in-Chief
	Cheng Dechen, Prime Minister of Chu



	Staff
	Zhao Cui (Marshal)
	Staff
	Bo Fen (Grand Officer)



	Guard
	Zhou Zhiqiao (Chariot Right)
	Chu Army
	Cheng Dechen (Central Army Commander-in-Chief)



	
	Xun Linfu (Charioteer)
	
	Dou Yuejiao (General)



	
	Qi Man (Standard-Bearer)
	
	Cheng Daxin (Junior General)



	Jin Army
	Xian Zhen (Central Army Commander-in-Chief)
	
	Dou Yishen (Left Army Commander)



	
	Xi Zhen (Deputy Commander)
	
	Dou Bo (Right Army Commander)



	
	Hu Mao (Upper Army Commander)
	Allied States’ Forces
	Chen Yuexuan, General of Chen



	
	Hu Yan (Deputy)
	
	Prince Yin, General of Cai



	
	Luan Zhi (Lower Army Commander)
	
	Zheng and Xu forces each under their own generals’ command



	
	Xu Chen (Deputy)
	
	



	Qi Forces (allied)
	Guo Guifu (General)
	
	



	
	Cui Yao (Deputy)
	
	



	Qin Forces (allied)
	Xiaozi (General)
	
	



	
	Bai Yibing (Deputy)
	
	



	Total Strength
	80,000–90,000
	Total Strength
	110,000







II. The Course of the Campaign

In 634 BC, the state of Lu, having formed an alliance with Cao and Wey, found itself repeatedly attacked by Qi, and accordingly appealed to Chu for assistance. Song, meanwhile, which had been forced to submit to Chu following its own defeat at the Battle of Hong, seeing the growing strength of Jin under Duke Wen’s rule, defected from Chu and allied itself with Jin instead. Seeking to preserve its own dominant position in the Central Plains region, Chu launched a military campaign against Qi and Song, hoping thereby to check Jin’s own continued eastward and southward expansion. Jin, for its own part, no longer content to remain confined to the region north of the Yellow River, seized upon this opportunity, using the pretext of coming to Song’s own defense, to advance its own forces into the Central Plains region. In the winter of 633 BC, Chu formed an alliance with Chen, Cai, Zheng, and Xu, and, with Cheng Dechen (Ziyu) serving as commander-in-chief, and King Cheng of Chu himself personally overseeing the campaign, laid siege to Shangqiu, the capital of Song (south of present-day Shangqiu, Henan).

(1) Jin Attacks Wey and Defeats Cao, Executing a Flanking Maneuver to Relieve Song (January–March, 632 BC)

Facing this grave crisis, Duke Cheng of Song dispatched his Grand Marshal, Gongsun Gu, to seek urgent assistance from Jin. Senior Jin ministers, led by Xian Zhen, believed that this presented precisely the golden opportunity Jin needed to “repay past kindness and establish its own authority and hegemony,” and strongly urged Duke Wen of Jin to commit Jin forces to the campaign. And yet, at the time, the territories of Cao and Wey lay directly between Jin and Song, meaning that any Jin expedition would need to travel a considerable distance, exposing Jin forces to the very real risk of attack from the rear; moreover, Chu’s own military strength remained formidable, and Jin held no particular assurance of victory should it engage Chu forces directly. Just as Duke Wen of Jin found himself hesitating over this difficult decision, the Jin official Hu Yan came forward with a proposal: Jin should first attack Cao and Wey, thereby drawing Chu forces northward to relieve them, and, in doing so, indirectly relieve the pressure on Song as well. This proposal finally resolved Duke Wen’s own lingering hesitation, and he resolved to commit Jin forces to the campaign. Once this overall strategic approach had been settled, the ruler and ministers of Jin together undertook thorough preparations for the coming campaign, reorganizing what had originally been two armies into three — an Upper, Central, and Lower Army — and appointing a number of particularly capable and distinguished nobles to command each of these three armies. Once these preparations had been completed, Duke Wen of Jin led his forces to the border between Jin and Wey in January of 632 BC, requesting permission to pass through Wey territory so as to attack Cao — a request Wey refused. Jin forces accordingly withdrew and secretly circled around, crossing the Yellow River instead by way of Nanhe Jijin (in present-day Weihui, Henan). Seeking to minimize casualties, Jin deliberately avoided the Chu-held stronghold of Chuqiu (east of present-day Hua county, Henan), striking directly instead at the Wey stronghold of Wulu (northwest of present-day Qingfeng, Henan). In February, Jin forces advanced south to Lianyu (east of present-day Puyang, Henan), forming an alliance there with Duke Zhao of Qi, thereby placing tremendous additional pressure on Wey. The common people of Wey, fearing the overwhelming strength Jin now commanded, drove Duke Cheng of Wey from power; Jin forces seized this opportunity to attack and capture Chuqiu, securing control over the entirety of Wey territory. Chu forces, still occupied with the siege of Shangqiu, were unable to come to Wey’s relief in time. Duke Wen of Jin then led his forces southward, and, in March, captured Taoqiu, the capital of Cao (northwest of present-day Dingtao, Shandong), taking Duke Gong of Cao prisoner.

(2) Jin Employs Strategic Deception and Diplomatic Maneuvering to Form an Alliance Against Chu (March, 632 BC)

Jin’s original intention, in attacking Cao and Wey, had been to draw Chu forces northward in response — but Chu forces remained entirely unmoved by this maneuver, continuing to press their siege of Shangqiu, the Song capital, with undiminished intensity. Song accordingly dispatched Menyin Ban to appeal to Jin once again, urgently requesting further assistance. This placed Duke Wen of Jin in a genuinely difficult position: were Jin to refuse to send further aid, Song’s own strength would inevitably prove insufficient to hold out, and Song would likely be forced to submit to Chu instead — a development that would seriously undermine Jin’s own broader ambition to establish hegemony over the Central Plains region. And yet, were Jin to commit further forces to Song’s defense, this would upset Jin’s own original strategic plan of luring Chu forces into a decisive engagement in the region of Cao and Wey instead, and Jin’s own available strength, moreover, remained genuinely limited — engaging Chu forces directly, so far from Jin’s own home territory, carried very real risk of defeat. Duke Wen of Jin accordingly convened his own senior ministers once again to deliberate on the matter. Xian Zhen offered a careful and thorough analysis of the overall situation, proposing that Song be encouraged to outwardly distance itself from Jin, while Song itself would then send lavish gifts to both Qi and Qin, requesting that these two great powers intercede on Song’s behalf and persuade Chu to lift its siege. At the same time, Jin would grant Song a portion of the territory it had seized from Cao and Wey, so as to reinforce Song’s own resolve to continue resisting Chu. Because Chu maintained a formal alliance with both Cao and Wey, Chu would, upon learning that Song had been granted part of Cao’s and Wey’s own territory, inevitably refuse to accept any mediation effort from Qi or Qin on Song’s behalf. Qi and Qin, having already accepted Song’s own lavish gifts, would, in turn, resent Chu’s refusal to heed their own mediation efforts, and would align themselves with Jin as a result, joining the war against Chu. Duke Wen of Jin found this particular strategy genuinely compelling, and immediately set about implementing it in full. Sure enough, King Cheng of Chu firmly rejected the mediation efforts of both Qi and Qin; and Qi and Qin, in turn, offended by this rebuff, grew increasingly resentful of Chu, and resolved to commit their own forces in support of Jin instead. Because Qi and Qin were, at the time, both great powers of considerable standing, their abandonment of neutrality and their decision to join forces with Jin brought about a fundamental and decisive shift in the overall balance of strength between Jin and Chu.

Seeing that Jin, Qi, and Qin had, by this point, formed a united coalition against him, and recognizing that the overall strategic situation had, by this point, turned decisively against his own interests, King Cheng of Chu resolved to proactively withdraw his own forces, pulling back to Chu’s own territory of Shen (in present-day Nanyang, Henan), and further ordered Shenshu, the officer responsible for garrisoning the city of Gu, to withdraw his own forces from Qi territory promptly as well, instructing Ziyu (Cheng Dechen) to withdraw the main body of Chu forces from Song entirely, so as to avoid a direct confrontation with Jin. King Cheng cautioned Ziyu that Duke Wen of Jin was no ordinary adversary, and ought not to be underestimated; in every matter, King Cheng advised, one ought to act only within the bounds of one’s own genuine capability, knowing when to withdraw in the face of genuine difficulty rather than pressing forward recklessly.

(3) Jin Withdraws Three Stages to Avoid Chu’s Own Sharpest Thrust (March, 632 BC)

Although King Cheng of Chu himself harbored genuine inclination toward withdrawal, Ziyu, arrogant and overconfident in his own abilities, entirely disregarded King Cheng’s own counsel, insisting instead that King Cheng grant him permission to force a decisive engagement with Jin forces, so as to silence the rumors then circulating that questioned his own competence as a commander, and requesting that King Cheng provide him with additional reinforcements as well. King Cheng, indecisive and lacking firm resolve, ultimately agreed to Ziyu’s request for a decisive engagement, hoping against hope that Ziyu might yet secure an unlikely victory — but he proved unwilling to grant Ziyu the substantial reinforcements he had requested, dispatching only a comparatively modest force, drawn from the Western Expedition, the Eastern Palace Guard, and the Ruoao clan’s own retainers, numbering a mere six companies in total. Having received this modest reinforcement from King Cheng, Ziyu grew only more firmly resolved to force a decisive engagement with Jin. Seeking a pretext for war, Ziyu dispatched an envoy, Wan Chun, to present Jin forces with an ostensible “ceasefire” proposal: Jin would withdraw its forces from Cao and Wey, allowing both states to be restored, while Chu, in turn, would lift its own siege of the Song capital. This proposal, though outwardly reasonable, was, in fact, a calculated trap on Ziyu’s part — one genuinely intended to force Jin to abandon its own broader ambition of contending for hegemony over the Central Plains region and to command the allegiance of the other states of the realm. But Duke Wen of Jin proved considerably more astute, adopting instead the even more sophisticated countermeasure Xian Zhen proposed: Jin would outwardly play along with Chu’s own proposal, privately agreeing to restore both Cao and Wey to independence, on the condition that both states formally sever their own alliance with Chu — while simultaneously detaining Chu’s own envoy, Wan Chun, so as to provoke Ziyu into seeking a decisive engagement out of sheer outrage. On learning that his own envoy had been detained, and that Cao and Wey had, in fact, defected to Jin’s own side, Ziyu, humiliated and enraged, resolved, relying on the combined numerical strength of his own Chu, Chen, and Cai forces, to press forward aggressively against Jin, seeking a decisive strategic engagement.

Seeing the Chu army drawing steadily closer to Taoqiu, the Cao capital, Duke Wen of Jin, seeking to avoid confronting Chu’s own sharpest initial thrust, and hoping instead to choose a genuinely favorable time and place for the eventual decisive engagement, luring the enemy deep into unfavorable terrain and striking only after the enemy had committed itself, ordered his own forces to proactively withdraw three full stages (each stage representing thirty li) — a maneuver that served two distinct purposes simultaneously: first, it fulfilled the promise Duke Wen himself had made, years before during his own long exile in Chu, that he would “withdraw three stages” before ever confronting Chu forces in battle, thereby preserving his own personal honor; and second, should Ziyu nevertheless choose to press his own pursuit and force an engagement, it would place Chu unmistakably in the wrong, as the aggressor advancing against a ruler who had, in fact, already shown him due deference — while simultaneously allowing Jin the opportunity to temporarily avoid Chu’s own sharpest initial thrust, drawing back to link up with the allied forces of Qi and Qin, and forcing the decisive engagement instead on ground of Jin’s own choosing, at Chengpu. Many within the Chu ranks, seeing Jin’s forces voluntarily withdraw in this fashion, sensed that something was genuinely amiss, and urged caution, counseling that Chu ought to proceed carefully and halt its own pursuit. But the headstrong and self-assured Ziyu believed that this represented precisely the golden opportunity he needed to annihilate the Jin army and reclaim the territories of Cao and Wey, and pressed his own pursuit relentlessly, driving his own troops onward to Chengpu — leaving his own forces increasingly disorganized and exhausted along the way.

(4) Jin Employs Flexible Tactics to Secure Decisive Victory at Chengpu (April, 632 BC)

On the first day of April, 632 BC, Jin forces, 700 war chariots strong, reached Chengpu. Chu’s own allied forces, too, arrived in pursuit shortly afterward, establishing their own encampment in reliance on the protection of the surrounding difficult terrain, and, without further delay, issued a formal challenge to battle against the Jin army. At this point, the allied forces of Qi, Qin, and Song that had reached the Chengpu region numbered only enough to serve as a token show of support for Jin, while the pursuing forces of Chu, Chen, and Cai still retained a considerable numerical advantage. Duke Wen of Jin, mindful of this disparity, weighed the situation carefully and resolved to proceed with caution; he personally reviewed his own troops, and, seeing that Jin forces remained well-equipped, disciplined, and high in morale, at last found the confidence he needed to commit to a decisive engagement, ordering his own troops to cut timber from the surrounding forest to supplement their own weaponry and equipment. On the second day, Jin and Chu forces arrayed themselves for battle south of Chengpu. Jin forces deployed their Upper, Central, and Lower Armies as follows: the Upper Army was positioned on the right, with Hu Mao serving as its principal commander and Hu Yan as his deputy; the Lower Army was positioned on the left, with Luan Zhi serving as its principal commander and Xu Chen as his deputy; and the Central Army was positioned in the center, with Xian Zhen serving as its commander-in-chief and Xi Zhen as his deputy; Duke Wen of Jin himself remained with the Central Army, with overall command of all three armies entrusted to Xian Zhen. Chu’s own allied forces, meanwhile, deployed their own left, center, and right armies as follows: the comparatively weaker Chen and Cai forces made up the right army, with Ziyu himself commanding; the somewhat more capable forces of Shen and Xi made up the left army, with Zixi commanding; and Chu’s own elite forces made up the central army, with Ziyu serving as overall commander-in-chief.

Just as Ziyu confidently boasted that “today, Jin will surely be annihilated entirely,” Jin forces seized the initiative and struck first. Recognizing the particular characteristics of the Chu deployment, Xian Zhen first ordered Xu Chen, deputy commander of the Lower Army, to have the horses drawing his own chariots draped in tiger skins, and to lead his own forces in a fierce charge directly against the comparatively weak Chen and Cai forces, quickly routing them entirely. He then had Hu Mao, on the right flank, raise two additional battle standards, feigning a general withdrawal so as to lure the Chu left army into a reckless pursuit; at the same time, he had Luan Zhi, commander of the Lower Army, have his own chariots drag branches behind them so as to raise clouds of dust in their wake, creating the false impression that the Jin rear guard, too, was withdrawing in disarray, thereby deceiving Ziyu into believing that Jin forces were, in fact, collapsing. Unable to distinguish genuine weakness from feigned retreat, Ziyu, believing a genuine opportunity had presented itself, ordered a general assault along the entire front. Zixi’s left army, in particular, pressed forward with especially rapid, aggressive momentum, leaving itself dangerously isolated and exposed on its own right flank. Seizing this opportunity without hesitation, Xian Zhen immediately directed the Jin central army to strike at the exposed flank of the Chu left army. At the same time, the Jin Upper Army, having ceased its own feigned withdrawal, coordinated with the central army in a pincer assault, annihilating the greater part of the Chu left army and routing the remainder entirely. Seeing both his own left and right armies now defeated, and recognizing that the overall situation had turned decisively and irreversibly against him, Ziyu hastily called off the assault and ordered a general retreat, withdrawing what remained of his own forces; Jin forces, for their part, declined to press a further pursuit. Ziyu withdrew his remaining forces to Fangcheng, in Chu territory (a long defensive wall extending from the region southwest of present-day Ye county, Henan, running southeast toward the area northeast of present-day Biyang), where, overcome with shame at his own catastrophic defeat, he ultimately took his own life. With this, the Battle of Chengpu came to its final conclusion, in decisive Jin victory.

Following the Battle of Chengpu, Duke Wen of Jin held a formal audience with King Xiang of the Zhou royal house at Jiantu (northwest of present-day Zhengzhou, Henan), convening a formal assembly of the various regional lords of the realm, and presenting King Xiang with a portion of the spoils of war captured from Chu — 100 four-horse chariots and 1,000 captured infantrymen. King Xiang of Zhou formally conferred upon Duke Wen of Jin the title of Bo (Hegemon) of the realm. Through this victory, Jin succeeded in achieving its own political and military objective of “establishing authority and securing hegemony” over the realm, and, at the same time, sealed Chu’s own ultimate fate — never again would Chu succeed in dominating the Central Plains region on its own.



III. Commentary

At the Battle of Chengpu, the ruler and ministers of Jin worked together in close and effective harmony, working before the decisive engagement to win over other states to their own cause, dividing and isolating the enemy’s own alliance, strengthening their own position, and striving diligently to secure the strategic initiative; and, in the course of the decisive engagement itself, Jin accurately assessed the enemy’s own intentions and employed sound strategic planning, overcoming a numerically superior adversary through orthodox and unorthodox tactics combined, defeating the enemy’s forces piece by piece, and ultimately securing victory through the skillful use of deception and unconventional tactics. Chu, by contrast, failed to plan ahead adequately, squandering a genuinely favorable strategic position; its ruler and ministers allowed personal pride and emotion to cloud their own judgment, and its supreme commander proved arrogant and dismissive of his own adversary, committing serious errors of judgment and allowing himself to be manipulated and outmaneuvered by his opponent — ultimately suffering catastrophic defeat as a result, and forfeiting, with his own hands, the dominant position Chu had once held in the broader contest for hegemony over the Central Plains region. This battle offers later generations a genuinely profound and instructive lesson.

(1) Jin’s Determined Efforts at Self-Strengthening and Thorough Military Preparation Laid a Solid Political and Military Foundation for Ultimate Victory

Upon assuming the throne, Duke Wen of Jin worked to stabilize his own internal affairs, reforming the administration of government, selecting and appointing a whole generation of genuinely capable and wise officials, and adopting a sound and effective foreign policy as well — seizing, in particular, the crucial opportunity presented by King Xiang of Zhou’s own moment of grave crisis, dispatching Jin forces to assist the beleaguered Zhou monarch, and thereby securing for himself, in a single decisive stroke, the banner of “honoring the Zhou royal house” — providing Jin with the crucial political capital it needed to unite the various regional lords of the Central Plains behind its own leadership. At the same time, Duke Wen seized the opportunity presented by Song’s own urgent appeal for assistance against the Chu siege, thereby raising high the further banner of “resisting the barbarian” (i.e., Chu), and securing the essential “legitimacy” his own military campaign required. In this way, Duke Wen of Jin successfully cultivated for himself the image of a legitimate successor to Duke Huan of Qi’s own earlier legacy of “honoring the Zhou royal house and resisting the barbarian” — an image that proved absolutely crucial in winning over the allegiance of the various regional lords of the Central Plains to Jin’s own cause. Economically, Duke Wen “eased restrictions on the crossing of mountain passes, and facilitated the free flow of commerce,” while practicing genuine “economy in expenditure, so as to enrich the state’s own treasury,” and instructing the common people in the principles of righteousness, good faith, and proper ritual observance, thereby transforming them into a genuinely “useful” population capable of being effectively mobilized for war — allowing Jin, on the eve of the Battle of Chengpu, to successfully “form three armies,” building up a genuinely formidable military force. Beyond this, ever since the founding of the Western Zhou dynasty, the state of Jin had long maintained close proximity to the various non-Chinese peoples of the Rong and Di tribes; Jin forces had, over time, grown accustomed to the nomadic pastoral and mounted hunting lifestyle characteristic of these Rong and Di peoples, and, through prolonged periods of conflict with these same tribal peoples, Jin’s own forces had honed their own combat capability considerably, cultivating among their own soldiers a genuinely fierce and formidable fighting spirit, and transforming the Jin army into a military force possessing genuinely impressive combat effectiveness. Within the span of less than four years, Jin had grown both economically prosperous and militarily powerful, providing the solid material foundation Jin would need to ultimately triumph over Chu.

(2) Jin’s Strategy of First Appearing Weak Before Revealing Its True Strength, Combined with a Deliberate Effort to Divide the Enemy’s Own Alliance, Created a Genuinely Favorable Overall Strategic Situation

At the strategic level, Jin employed skillful diplomatic maneuvering, deliberately stoking tensions between Chu and both Qin and Qi, and undermining the relationship between Cao and Wey and their own patron, Chu — thereby simultaneously transforming the overall strategic situation and seizing the initiative in the war. In the early stages of the Battle of Chengpu, Jin forces remained numerically inferior to their Chu adversary, and, moreover, found themselves operating along exterior lines, having crossed the Yellow River into hostile territory far from their own home base — placing Jin, on the whole, in a position of considerable relative disadvantage. And yet Duke Wen of Jin proved skillful in discerning genuine opportunities as they arose, humbly heeding the sound counsel offered by Xian Zhen, Hu Yan, and other trusted advisers, choosing to strike first at the comparatively weaker states of Cao and Wey — both, at the time, vassal states of Chu — bordering directly on Jin’s own territory, adopting an operational approach of first defeating the weaker adversary before confronting the stronger one, thereby drawing Chu forces northward and relieving the pressure on Song, and, in doing so, securing the essential forward base Jin would need for its subsequent operations. Once it became clear that Chu forces had failed to move northward as Jin had originally hoped, and that Jin’s own original objective of relieving Song had likewise failed to be achieved, Jin, carefully assessing this newly evolved situation, moved promptly to employ sophisticated diplomatic strategy, forming a united front with the two great powers of Qi and Qin, and, exploiting Ziyu’s own well-known arrogance and contempt for his adversary, employed a deliberate strategy of provocation, luring Ziyu into losing his own composure and acting rashly — thereby allowing Jin forces to seize the military initiative decisively, and laying the solid foundation Jin would need to ultimately secure victory in the coming decisive engagement. Chu, by contrast, having grown arrogant and complacent following its own earlier victory at the Battle of Hong, failed to place adequate emphasis on securing the support of its own allied states, and proved unable to coordinate effectively with Lu and its other nominal allies; Chu also rashly rejected the mediation efforts of both Qi and Qin, leaving itself increasingly isolated diplomatically — committing, in the process, a series of genuinely irreversible strategic errors in its own broader conduct of the war.

(3) Jin’s Skillful Exploitation of Its Own Particular Strengths While Avoiding Its Own Weaknesses, Combined with Its Willingness to Let the Enemy Strike First, Reflected Sound and Well-Considered Campaign-Level Guidance

At the moment of the decisive engagement at Chengpu, Jin forces resolutely implemented their own operational doctrine of luring the enemy deep into unfavorable terrain, striking only after the enemy had committed itself, and watching patiently for the opportune moment to annihilate the enemy’s own forces — proactively “withdrawing three stages.” This particular Jin withdrawal was, in truth, a masterful strategic maneuver, one that succeeded in outmaneuvering the enemy through superior strategic calculation. Politically, this maneuver allowed Jin to seize the moral high ground, since “the sovereign withdraws while the subject presses forward — the fault clearly lies with the latter,” thereby winning Jin considerable sympathy in the broader court of public opinion; militarily, this maneuver created a genuinely favorable strategic position for Jin, allowing it to link up with the allied forces of Qi, Qin, and other supporting states, concentrating its own strength and further inflaming the fighting spirit of its own officers and soldiers alike; and, in terms of terrain, this maneuver allowed Jin forces to first secure genuinely favorable ground, resting and conserving their own strength while awaiting the arrival of their exhausted adversary — thereby laying the essential terrain-based foundation Jin needed to successfully strike only after the enemy had committed itself first. This particular strategic principle — of allowing the enemy to strike first, so as to more effectively seize the ultimate initiative — retains genuine and considerable practical relevance and guiding significance even today. Chu, by contrast, found itself burdened with an overconfident army, an incompetent and indecisive sovereign, and a commander-in-chief consumed by arrogant contempt for his own adversary. When Jin forces proactively withdrew, for instance, many within the Chu ranks sensed that something was genuinely amiss, and urged a more cautious, measured approach, counseling that Chu ought to halt its own pursuit and wait for a more favorable opportunity instead — and yet the headstrong, self-assured Ziyu believed this represented precisely the golden opportunity he needed to annihilate the Jin army and reclaim the territories of Cao and Wey, and pressed his own pursuit relentlessly all the way to Chengpu, allowing himself, in the process, to be manipulated and outmaneuvered entirely by his own adversary, ultimately suffering catastrophic and decisive defeat as a result.

(4) Jin’s Flexible, Mobile Tactics, Adapted Skillfully to the Evolving Circumstances of the Battle, Reflected Sound and Well-Considered Strategic and Tactical Judgment

In the course of the actual engagement, Jin forces employed a tactical approach of avoiding the enemy’s own strength while striking at its weakness, combining a feigned withdrawal to lure the enemy in with a coordinated pincer assault from both flanks, concentrating superior local strength to defeat the enemy’s forces piece by piece, and thereby securing decisive victory in the battle. Chu’s own operational conduct, by contrast, proved rigid, unimaginative, and entirely lacking in genuine tactical flexibility. By the time Jin forces had already captured Cao and Wey, and secured the support and assistance of both Qi and Qin, it had already become clear that Chu’s own overall strategic position had turned decisively unfavorable. King Cheng of Chu’s own decision to withdraw his forces at this juncture was, in itself, entirely correct — but Ziyu, the Chu commander then in the field, disregarded the broader strategic picture entirely, refusing to heed the counsel offered to him, and, consumed by his own arrogant, headstrong self-confidence, only further hastened the deterioration of the overall situation as a result. Having already resolved to withdraw his own forces, King Cheng nevertheless continued to harbor a lingering, unrealistic hope that Ziyu might yet somehow secure an unlikely victory, and failed to firmly restrain Ziyu’s own reckless misjudgment, nor did he provide Ziyu with the substantial additional reinforcements he genuinely required. This kind of internal division within the Chu leadership, and the resulting confusion and disarray in Chu’s own command structure, ultimately proved decisive in sealing the army’s own eventual fate of catastrophic defeat. On the battlefield itself, the Chu commander, too, relied on nothing more than conventional, unimaginative tactics, arraying his own forces for a straightforward, head-on confrontation, and proved unable to promptly and accurately assess the true nature of the unusual circumstances that arose over the course of the engagement — neither correctly discerning his adversary’s own true intentions, nor adopting any genuinely flexible or adaptive countermeasures in response, but rather allowing himself to be thoroughly deceived by his adversary’s own skillful use of deceptive tactics, plunging his own forces into a state of confusion and passivity as a result. The core striking strength of the Chu army lay in its own central force; and yet, even as its left and right armies engaged the enemy, this central force remained entirely stationary, holding its position and refusing to commit to battle, entering the fighting only once the overall outcome of the engagement had, in effect, already been decided — by which point its own contribution to the battle proved extremely limited. By the time the Chu right army had already collapsed, and the Chu left army had already been annihilated, with Jin forces converging from multiple directions to complete their encirclement, Ziyu, the Chu commander, only then came to realize that his own central force stood dangerously isolated, at very real risk of being surrounded and annihilated in its own turn — but, by this point, it was already far too late for him to do anything to reverse the course of the battle. This rigid, sluggish, and thoroughly uncoordinated conduct the Chu army displayed throughout the entire engagement left it entirely stripped of any genuine initiative on the battlefield, and ultimately sealed its own inevitable fate of catastrophic defeat.







Chapter 30: The Battle of Changping Between Qin and Zhao (261–260 BC)

The Battle of Changping stands as a decisive strategic engagement fought between the states of Qin and Zhao during the Warring States period, and stands, too, as the earliest and largest example, in the entirety of Chinese history, of a genuine war of annihilation. This battle took place between 261 and 260 BC, lasting nearly two years in all. By this period, chariot-based warfare had already begun to decline, giving way progressively to infantry- and cavalry-based combat as the dominant mode of warfare. Zhao committed a combined total of nearly 500,000 troops to the campaign over its course; Qin committed nearly 1,000,000. Qin forces ultimately annihilated more than 450,000 Zhao troops in a single decisive stroke, though Qin itself suffered losses approaching 500,000 in the process. This catastrophic defeat dealt Zhao a blow from which it never truly recovered, leaving it permanently unable to contend with Qin on anything resembling equal terms ever again, and giving rise to a broader strategic situation in which all six of the remaining rival states had grown correspondingly weak, while Qin alone continued to grow ever stronger — a state of affairs that would, before long, bring the entire Warring States era, with its many competing regional powers, to its final and definitive end. The Battle of Changping stands as a genuinely brilliant and illuminating example within the broader history of ancient Chinese warfare, and the profound lessons it offers, together with its far-reaching historical influence, make it an essential battle case for the high- and mid-level commanders of our own armed forces to study closely in the course of their own broader study of military history.


I. Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

Ever since Duke Xiao of Qin had entrusted Shang Yang with implementing his celebrated reforms, the state of Qin had pursued a correct and effective strategy of territorial annexation: rewarding agricultural production and military service, enriching the state and strengthening its armed forces — and Qin’s own national power grew correspondingly, day by day, like the rising sun. Qin skillfully employed the “vertical and horizontal” diplomatic strategies of the era, forging alliances that broke apart the anti-Qin coalitions of its rivals, allying itself with distant states while attacking those closer at hand, and achieving considerable diplomatic success as a result; Qin’s own military banners advanced with an unstoppable momentum, its cavalry forces galloping across the land, and reports of fresh Qin military victories arrived in rapid, unbroken succession. Over the course of more than a century, Qin steadily and relentlessly encroached upon its rivals, dealing crushing blows to its adversaries whenever the opportunity arose, decisively defeating the “Three Jins” (Han, Zhao, and Wei), crushing the once-formidable state of Chu, weakening the eastern state of Qi — gradually establishing an overall strategic posture of comprehensive offensive dominance over all six of the remaining rival states. Before Qin’s own relentless military pressure, Han and Wei found themselves reduced to servile flattery and appeasement, the southern state of Chu found itself too preoccupied with its own internal troubles to offer any meaningful resistance, the eastern state of Qi found itself lacking the strength to respond effectively, and the northern state of Yan carried insufficient weight to matter a great deal in the broader contest. Only the state of Zhao, having undergone the celebrated military reforms of King Wuling of Zhao — the famous policy of adopting “nomadic dress and mounted archery” — beginning in 302 BC, maintained a comparatively formidable national strength and comparatively powerful military forces, having won more battles than it lost in its own external conflicts, and possessing, in commanders such as Lian Po, Zhao She, and Li Mu, a genuinely capable generation of skilled and battle-tested military leaders — giving Zhao alone among the remaining rival states some genuine capacity to hold its own against the formidable might of Qin.

In 269 BC, Qin forces, crossing through Han territory, launched an attack against Zhao, but were decisively defeated by the Zhao general Zhao She at the Battle of Yanyu (northwest of present-day Heshun, Shanxi province). At around this same time, Fan Sui, a native of Wei who had entered Qin’s own service, reflecting on the earlier strategic failures Qin had suffered in its own prior campaigns against “the state of the men of Yue” (i.e., distant conquests that proved difficult to hold or consolidate), proposed instead the celebrated strategy of “befriending distant states while attacking those nearby,” together with the broader operational principle that Qin ought “not merely to seize an enemy’s territory, but to annihilate the enemy’s own people [i.e., its effective fighting strength].” King Zhaoxiang of Qin, adopting Fan Sui’s own proposal, first launched an attack against Wei, before then turning his own attention to Han, and, in 262 BC, succeeded in cutting the state of Han cleanly in two. Han Huanhui, ruler of Han, gripped by considerable alarm at this development, dispatched an envoy to Qin to sue for peace, offering to cede the Shangdang commandery (in present-day Changzhi, Shanxi province) to Qin. Han formally offered Shangdang to Qin — but Feng Ting, the Han governor of Shangdang, seeking to redirect Qin’s own aggressive momentum toward Zhao instead, so as to ease the pressure on Han itself, instead worked to persuade Zhao to join forces with Han in resisting Qin, and offered Shangdang to Zhao instead. Zhao Bao, Lord Pingyang of Zhao, opposed accepting this offered territory, but Zhao Sheng, Lord Pingyuan of Zhao, argued in favor of accepting it instead. The King of Zhao, lacking genuine long-term strategic vision, ultimately accepted Lord Pingyuan Zhao Sheng’s proposal, disregarding the potential consequences and greedily accepting the offered territory, incorporating the Shangdang commandery into Zhao’s own domain. This particular action on Zhao’s part amounted, in effect, to reaching directly into a tiger’s own mouth to snatch away its prey, and provoked tremendous outrage within Qin; the underlying tensions between Qin and Zhao intensified dramatically as a direct result. Fan Sui accordingly advised the King of Qin to seize this opportunity to launch a military campaign against Zhao.

Changping itself carries both a narrow and a broader geographic meaning. In its narrower sense, Changping refers specifically to present-day Changping village, northwest of Gaoping, Shanxi province — the very heart of the battlefield where the Battle of Changping was actually fought. In its broader sense, Changping encompasses the whole of the present-day Gaoping urban and rural area, including the narrower Changping region itself. The primary battlefield of the Qin-Zhao Battle of Changping encompassed the region along both banks of the Dan River, centered on Changping village itself, extending roughly thirty-odd kilometers from north to south and more than ten kilometers from east to west. Although more than 2,200 years have now passed since this battle was fought, the region today still preserves numerous ancient battlefield sites, and many local place names continue to bear traces of the military camps, fortifications, passes, and ancient roads once found there. At the time, Changping served as a crucial transportation corridor and strategic buffer connecting the Shangdang commandery to Handan (southwest of present-day Handan, Hebei province), the capital of Zhao itself, on its own western and southern approaches. The local terrain offered considerable natural defensive advantages, particularly to the west and north, where the strategic mountain passes of Gaoping Pass, Changping Pass, and Guguan Pass offered formidable defensive positions capable of being firmly held; the surrounding hills, meanwhile, posed no significant obstacle to the movement of troops, while still offering ample opportunity for concealment; and the open river valleys and plains proved genuinely well suited to the coordinated deployment and logistical resupply of large military formations, posing no difficulty whatsoever in provisioning a substantial army.

Qin’s Strategic Plan: Qin planned to use the Shangdang affair as its pretext for war, concentrating superior military strength for a swift, decisive campaign aimed at defeating the Zhao army outright, thereby clearing away the last remaining obstacle standing in the way of Qin’s own broader ambition to dominate the other states of the realm.

Zhao’s Strategic Plan: Zhao planned to rely on the defensive advantages afforded by favorable local terrain, adopting a strategy of conserving its own strength while waiting patiently for the invading Qin army to exhaust itself, checking the Qin advance before then seizing an opportune moment to launch a decisive counterattack, so as to rout or annihilate the Qin army entirely.



II. The Course of the Campaign

On learning that Qin forces were advancing rapidly eastward, the King of Zhao found whatever satisfaction he might have felt at having gained the Shangdang territory already more than offset by mounting alarm, and had no choice but to mobilize his own forces in response, dispatching his senior general Lian Po to lead the main body of Zhao forces to Changping, hoping to reestablish Zhao control over the disputed Shangdang commandery.

(1) Zhao’s Initial Setbacks, and Lian Po’s Decision to Hold a Firm, Fortified Defensive Position (Early 261 BC – July 260 BC)

In 261 BC, the King of Qin ordered part of the Qin army to launch an attack against Han’s own city of Guanshi (southeast of present-day Yanshi, Henan province), so as to pin down Han forces there; at the same time, Qin dispatched a further substantial force, under the command of Wang Yi, Left Chief Commandant, to strike directly at Han’s former Shangdang commandery instead. Zhao forces garrisoning Shangdang, finding themselves unable to hold out against this Qin assault, were forced to withdraw and take up defensive positions at Changping instead. Qin and Zhao forces then settled into a prolonged standoff at Changping, lasting until April of 260 BC, when the vanguard forces of the two armies clashed south of Changping; Zhao’s own vanguard commander, Pi Jiang, was killed in this engagement, and Zhao forces suffered a clear setback. In June, the two armies fought once again south of Changping, and Zhao forces once again suffered a setback, losing two important strongholds — Dūwèi City and Gu City. In July, Zhao forces suffered a further setback, losing their own western defensive rampart as well. Given the overall disparity in strength between the considerably more powerful Qin army and the comparatively weaker Zhao forces, Zhao found itself suffering one setback after another in these initial engagements. Lian Po, however, proved himself a genuinely capable and shrewd commander; recognizing the true realities of the situation he faced, he promptly adjusted his own overall strategic approach, resolving to shift decisively from offense to defense, relying on favorable local terrain to establish a firm, fortified defensive position, refusing to engage the enemy directly, and instead conserving his own strength while patiently waiting for the invading Qin forces to exhaust themselves. As the historical record describes it: “Lian Po held his position firmly, defending against the Qin assault; Qin forces repeatedly sought to provoke a decisive engagement, but Zhao forces refused to take the bait.” This particular strategy on Lian Po’s part proved genuinely effective; Zhao forces, relying on their own fortified defensive positions, continued to hold their ground firmly, refusing to be drawn into open battle. Qin forces, having already suffered heavy losses in their own earlier assaults against these fortified Zhao positions, found their own offensive momentum gradually diminishing as well, leaving even Qin’s own considerably more powerful army, eager as it was to force a decisive engagement, genuinely at a loss for how to proceed effectively — and the two armies settled into a prolonged strategic standoff as a result.

(2) Qin Employs Deception and Sows Discord Within the Zhao Court (July–August, 260 BC)

Unable to secure the decisive engagement it so urgently sought, Qin came to regard Lian Po as the single greatest obstacle standing in its own way. Qin accordingly resolved to employ a strategy of deliberate deception, dispatching agents bearing substantial bribes to Handan, the Zhao capital, to corrupt those close to the King of Zhao, so as to sow discord between the Zhao monarch and his own general, Lian Po. These bribed agents spread rumors throughout the city: Lian Po, they whispered, posed no genuine threat to Qin at all; his stubborn insistence on maintaining a purely defensive posture reflected nothing more than his own secret intention to surrender to Qin outright. What Qin genuinely feared, these rumors insisted, was the prospect of Zhao appointing Zhao Kuo, son of the celebrated Zhao general Zhao She (posthumously honored with the title “Lord Mafu”), as its own commander instead. The King of Zhao, believing that Lian Po’s own prolonged defensive posture reflected nothing more than passive avoidance of genuine combat, and disregarding the strong objections both Lin Xiangru and Zhao Kuo’s own mother raised against the appointment, resolved to appoint Zhao Kuo — a man skilled only in theoretical military discussion, entirely without any genuine practical combat experience of his own — as the new Zhao commander-in-chief in Lian Po’s place. At the time, Lin Xiangru lay gravely ill in bed; on learning that the King of Zhao intended to replace Lian Po with Zhao Kuo, he was struck with considerable alarm, and, despite his own illness, forced himself to rise and attend court, warning the King of Zhao: “Your Majesty appoints Zhao Kuo to this position based on his reputation alone — this is rather like gluing fast the pegs of a zither, rendering it forever incapable of being properly tuned or adjusted, and thus entirely unable to produce genuine music. Zhao Kuo has, indeed, studied the military classics extensively — but understanding military theory and possessing genuine skill in the actual conduct of warfare are two entirely different matters.” Zhao Kuo’s own mother, too, warned the King of Zhao: “My son Zhao Kuo has, since his youth, taken great pleasure in studying military texts, possessing a truly remarkable memory and considerable eloquence in discussing military affairs. He and his own father would often debate military strategy together, and Zhao Kuo would pepper his father with countless questions; Zhao She himself, master strategist though he was, frequently found himself unable to answer these questions satisfactorily, and was, on more than one occasion, genuinely bested by his own son in these discussions. And yet, far from taking any pride or satisfaction in this, Zhao She himself remained deeply troubled and concerned, believing that his own son possessed nothing more than a superficial, theoretical grasp of military affairs, entirely lacking the genuine practical skill needed to actually command troops in battle. When I once asked him why he felt this way, Zhao She explained that warfare is an inherently brutal and unpredictable affair, full of genuine danger and constant, unforeseeable change — hardly something that could ever be mastered simply by reading a handful of military texts.” But the King of Zhao himself possessed no genuine understanding of military affairs whatsoever, and, naturally enough, paid no heed at all to the warnings Zhao She himself had once offered on this very matter; he likewise found himself considerably annoyed by Zhao Kuo’s own mother’s continued objections, and ultimately rejected her pleas outright.

(3) Qin and Zhao Each Replace Their Own Commanders on the Eve of Battle, Leading to the Decisive Engagement at Changping (August–September, 260 BC)

On learning that Zhao had replaced its own commander, Qin immediately and secretly appointed Bai Qi, Lord Wu’an, as its own new commander-in-chief in the field, strictly forbidding anyone from revealing this change in command under penalty of death. The moment Zhao Kuo arrived at Changping to assume his new command, he promptly replaced a great many of the officers Lian Po had originally appointed, fundamentally restructured the army’s own internal command system, and altered the defensive dispositions Lian Po had originally established — all so as to cater to the King of Zhao’s own eager desire for a swift and decisive victory, recklessly underestimating his adversary in the process, and launching repeated assaults against the Qin position. Bai Qi, seizing upon this very opportunity, adopted a strategy of feigned defeat designed to lure Zhao forces deeper into a trap, so as to divide and encircle them before annihilating them entirely. In August of 260 BC, Qin forces launched a probing assault against the Zhao defensive position using only a comparatively small detachment of troops, before promptly feigning defeat and withdrawing. Zhao Kuo, unable to distinguish genuine weakness from feigned retreat, believed that Qin forces were, in fact, retreating in genuine disarray, and immediately led the main body of his own forces in pursuit, advancing all the way to the Qin defensive position itself — only to find himself met there by the fierce, determined resistance of the main body of Qin’s own forces. Zhao’s own offensive momentum was checked entirely, and Zhao forces found themselves pinned down before the Qin defensive fortifications, unable to advance any further. Zhao Kuo then sought to withdraw his own forces — but, by this point, it was already far too late. Two separate detachments of elite Qin troops, 25,000 strong in total, which had earlier been secretly positioned in ambush along both of Zhao’s own flanks, now swiftly emerged, cutting directly across the rear of the advancing Zhao assault force, seizing the strategically important western rampart (present-day King Han’s Mountain, north of Gaoping, Shanxi province) and thereby severing the link between the advancing Zhao assault force and its own base camp, completing the encirclement of the exposed Zhao forces. At the same time, a further 5,000 elite Qin cavalry swiftly inserted themselves between the Zhao forces still holding their own base camp, pinning down and closely monitoring the Zhao troops remaining there, and cutting off every one of Zhao’s own remaining supply routes entirely. At the same time, Bai Qi ordered his own assault forces to continue launching relentless attacks against the now-encircled Zhao forces. Suffering one setback after another in the ensuing fighting, and facing an increasingly dire and precarious situation, Zhao forces found themselves forced to hastily construct makeshift fortifications on the spot, shifting from offense to defense, and waiting anxiously for relief to arrive. On learning that the Zhao assault force had been surrounded and cut off, the King of Qin personally traveled to Henei (the region north of the Yellow River, in present-day Henan province), conscripting every able-bodied man aged fifteen or older throughout the region, dispatching them all to the Changping front, so as to cut off any possible avenue of reinforcement or resupply for the beleaguered Zhao forces. Zhao forces found themselves trapped before and behind Changping for a full forty-six days, their food supplies entirely exhausted and no relief whatsoever forthcoming, until, in their desperation, they were reduced to cannibalizing their own dead simply to survive. In September, Zhao Kuo divided his own remaining main force into four separate columns, organizing successive waves of attempted breakout, but each attempt ended in failure. Finally, Zhao Kuo himself selected his own most elite remaining troops and personally led a last, desperate breakout attempt — an attempt that, too, ended in catastrophic failure, with Zhao Kuo himself killed by Qin arrows in the course of the fighting. With their own commander-in-chief dead, the Zhao army’s own resistance collapsed entirely. The remaining 400,000 Zhao troops, with no other option left to them, surrendered to Bai Qi en masse. Fearing the possibility that these surrendered Zhao troops might yet rise in rebellion, Bai Qi, apart from releasing 240 of the youngest among them back to Zhao — so as to spread terror and demoralize the Zhao population further still — ordered the remaining Zhao prisoners of war buried alive, every last one of them.

Over the course of the entire Battle of Changping, Qin forces, in total, killed a combined total of 450,000 Zhao troops. In the course of my own visits, over the years, to several of the most celebrated ancient battlefield sites in Chinese history, I found myself particularly struck and profoundly moved upon visiting the site where the 400,000 surrendered Zhao troops had, in fact, been buried alive — a vast mass grave, its ground littered still with layer upon layer of ancient human bones. Surveying the full 270-year span of the Warring States period, an era marked everywhere by the smoke of continuous warfare and the flashing glint of sword and blade, the single largest and most brutally destructive battle of the entire era was, without question, the Battle of Changping between Qin and Zhao. As the ancients themselves observed: “At the Battle of Changping, blood flowed so freely it could float a shield.” The philosopher Mencius, in his own work Mencius: Li Lou, described the brutal warfare of the era in these terms: “Those who contend for land, in battle, litter the fields with the slain; those who contend for cities, in battle, fill the cities themselves with the dead.”



III. Commentary

At the Battle of Changping, both sides committed massive military forces, and their overall strength remained, for much of the campaign, roughly evenly matched. Through the correct and skillful application of sound strategic planning, Qin forces succeeded in establishing a genuinely favorable overall strategic position, and, through the skillful, flexible use of mobile tactics, ultimately secured decisive victory in the war. This particular battle case retains genuine and considerable guiding significance for the conduct of modern warfare even today. More than 2,000 years ago, this battle pioneered the very concept of a genuinely decisive strategic engagement fought between opposing forces numbering in the hundreds of thousands — occupying an important place in the history of world warfare and in the history of Chinese warfare alike. Mao Zedong himself, on more than one occasion, referenced the celebrated idiom “theoretical discussion of military strategy” (zhǐshàng tánbīng, literally “discussing military strategy on paper”) — an idiom that originates directly from this very battle — and this particular battle case exerted a genuinely important influence on the early formation of Mao Zedong’s own military thought as well.

(1) Sound Political, Diplomatic, and Strategic Guidance Formed the Essential Precondition for Ultimate Victory

Qin firmly established its own strategic and diplomatic doctrine of “befriending distant states while attacking those nearby,” and, through the skillful employment of a deliberate strategy of “sowing division and discord,” successfully divided and dismantled the broader strategic alliance among the six eastern states, isolating Zhao entirely and securing the strategic initiative for itself. Having already forced both Han and Wei into submission, Qin, seizing upon the opportunity presented by the ongoing dispute over Shangdang, implemented its own broader strategic plan of “befriending the states of the Central Plains so as to serve as the true sovereign of the realm, while intimidating Chu and attacking Zhao,” resolving decisively to launch its own military campaign against Zhao. When Zheng Zhu, Zhao’s own envoy, arrived in Qin seeking peace negotiations, Qin deliberately treated him with exaggerated warmth and hospitality, so as to create the false impression, among the other states of the realm, that Qin and Zhao had already reconciled — thereby depriving Zhao of any genuine opportunity to form a broader “vertical alliance” with the other states against Qin, leaving Zhao diplomatically isolated and passive, and directly creating the essential preconditions Qin needed to ultimately achieve its own decisive victory of annihilation at Changping. King Xiaocheng of Zhao’s own conduct of political, diplomatic, and strategic affairs, by contrast, proved genuinely inept by comparison: diplomatically, he proved entirely unable to make effective use of the other states’ own shared resentment of Qin, failing to actively seek out alliances with these other states that might have served Zhao’s own broader interests. He first greedily accepted the offered Shangdang territory without giving any thought whatsoever to forming a broader alliance against Qin; then, following Zhao’s own initial setbacks in the fighting, he responded with impulsive, ill-considered haste, personally intervening to force a premature decisive engagement; and later still, he disregarded Yu Qing’s own sound proposal to actively pursue a broader alliance with the other states before then seeking peace negotiations with Qin, choosing instead to receive Qin’s own envoy, Zheng Zhu, with exaggerated and misguided ceremony — a decision that not only cost Zhao any genuine opportunity to form a broader alliance against Qin but also thoroughly undermined the confidence of both the Zhao people and Zhao’s own soldiers and officers alike. In the end, Zhao found itself thoroughly isolated and passive politically, and gave Qin every opportunity it needed to defeat Zhao’s own forces piece by piece strategically — and this, fundamentally, stands as the root cause underlying Zhao’s own catastrophic military defeat and national humiliation.

(2) Flexible and Mobile Strategy and Tactics Were an Important Factor in Securing Ultimate Victory

Qin forces correctly implemented the operational principle of “not merely seizing an enemy’s territory, but annihilating the enemy’s own effective fighting strength.” Qin proposed that the primary objective of any military campaign ought to be not merely the capture of cities and territory, but the annihilation of the enemy’s own effective military strength as well. Those directing Qin’s own conduct of the war believed that only through the large-scale annihilation of an adversary’s own armed forces — thereby exhausting the enemy’s own overall national strength and military capacity — could genuine strategic victory ultimately be achieved. To avoid the heavy costs typically associated with direct assaults against fortified defensive positions, Qin forces instead adopted a strategy of feigned withdrawal followed by encirclement, aimed at annihilating the enemy’s forces in their entirety — a fundamental departure from the older Spring and Autumn period style of chariot-based, direct frontal confrontation, and one that established a genuinely groundbreaking model for the conduct of wars of annihilation in ancient Chinese military history. The essential characteristic of this particular approach lay in feigning retreat so as to lure the Zhao army into advancing deep into a predetermined killing zone, making extensive and flexible use of encirclement and flanking maneuvers, and, once the Zhao forces had been successfully divided and isolated, surrounding them from every direction before finally annihilating them entirely. This particular tactical approach succeeded in firmly securing and holding the strategic initiative on the battlefield throughout, faithfully embodying Sun Tzu’s own celebrated military principle that “in battle, one engages the enemy directly through orthodox methods, but secures victory through unorthodox ones,” together with the broader principle that “in warfare, one establishes one’s position through deception, and determines one’s actions according to whatever proves most advantageous, dividing and combining one’s own forces as circumstances require.” Given the particular equipment, resources, and technological conditions of the era, annihilating an adversary force as substantial as Zhao’s own 450,000-strong army would have proven extraordinarily difficult had Qin instead relied on a strategy of direct, compressive encirclement, with massed forces colliding head-on — Qin’s own casualties, under such circumstances, would inevitably have proven extremely heavy as well; and had Qin instead left open a single avenue of escape for the Zhao forces, it would correspondingly have proven impossible to annihilate the Zhao army in its entirety. Bai Qi, by contrast, proved genuinely masterful in his own ability to discern and exploit opportunities as they arose over the course of the campaign, employing his own forces with an almost supernatural skill, luring the enemy into a premature assault before employing a sophisticated combination of orthodox and unorthodox tactics to divide, encircle, and ultimately annihilate the entire Zhao army. Zhao Kuo, by contrast, possessed no genuine understanding whatsoever of the crucial importance of combining orthodox and unorthodox tactics or of employing his own forces with genuine flexibility and adaptability; he possessed neither a sound overall strategic plan of his own, nor any genuine understanding of his adversary’s own true strengths and weaknesses, and proved entirely unable to adapt his own approach flexibly in response to the rapidly evolving circumstances of the battle, so as to extricate his own forces from the increasingly dire predicament in which they found themselves — remaining, throughout, in a fundamentally passive and reactive position. At the very outset of the decisive engagement, Zhao Kuo recklessly committed his own forces to a premature offensive, resulting in his own forces becoming trapped and encircled; and once his own forces had, in fact, been surrounded, he knew only to attempt repeated, forceful breakout attempts, entirely failing to coordinate his own efforts with any possible relief from outside the encirclement, or to make any genuine effort to reopen his own severed supply lines — ultimately leading to the catastrophic and total annihilation of his own entire army.

(3) The Command Ability and Overall Quality of Each Side’s Generals Played a Considerable Role in Determining the Ultimate Outcome of the Campaign

Qin’s own forces, having traveled a considerable distance to reach the battlefield, faced genuinely difficult challenges in maintaining their own logistical supply lines, and, moreover, had already earned themselves a considerable reputation, among the other states of the realm, as a genuinely ruthless and warlike “state of tigers and wolves” — Qin forces could, in this sense, genuinely be described, within the region of Shangdang itself, as suffering from a distinct disadvantage in terms of local support, much as the ancient saying describes a force that has “lost the proper way, and thus finds little support.” Zhao forces, by contrast, enjoyed the considerable advantage of fighting on favorable, familiar terrain, with a continuous and reliable flow of logistical resupply, and further benefited from the wholehearted cooperation and support of the local officials and population of Shangdang itself. These underlying circumstances meant that Qin forces stood to benefit most from a swift, decisive engagement, while Zhao forces stood to benefit most from a prolonged, protracted conflict instead — and it was precisely this underlying strategic calculus that lay behind Lian Po’s own deliberate strategy of “conserving strength while wearing down the enemy through exhaustion,” reflected in the historical account of how “Qin repeatedly sought to provoke battle, yet Zhao forces refused to take the bait.” Lian Po had, in fact, correctly assessed the underlying disparity between a powerful Qin and a comparatively weaker Zhao, recognizing that Qin forces, having traveled so great a distance to reach the battlefield, stood to benefit most from a swift and decisive engagement. Zhao’s own best strategy, he judged, lay in relying on defensible terrain to hold firm, patiently wearing down the exhausted Qin forces through sustained attrition, before then transitioning to the offensive once Qin’s own morale and combat effectiveness had been sufficiently worn down, thereby reclaiming the Shangdang territory Zhao had originally sought to secure. The prolonged three-year standoff that characterized the earlier phase of this conflict stands, in itself, as a genuine reflection of Lian Po’s own superior strategic thinking and military command ability, decisively surpassing that of his eventual adversary, Wang Yi. Had this seemingly intractable standoff been allowed to continue indefinitely, the overall balance of the war would, in all likelihood, have continued to shift ever more decisively in Zhao’s own favor, and correspondingly against Qin’s own interests — and Wang Yi’s own resort to “deceptive fortification-building” at Old Horse Ridge (present-day Kongcang Ridge) stands as a genuine reflection of this same growing and increasingly serious disadvantage Qin itself faced as the standoff continued to drag on.

King Xiaocheng of Zhao, having only recently ascended to the throne, remained young and impetuous, and possessed only limited genuine understanding of military affairs. He mistakenly came to believe that Lian Po’s own defensive posture reflected nothing more than cowardice in the face of the enemy, and grew increasingly and unreasonably frustrated with his own general’s apparent reluctance to fight; at the same time, he found himself genuinely deceived by the rumors Qin’s own agents had deliberately spread throughout Zhao — rumors insisting that “what Qin truly fears is nothing other than the prospect of Zhao appointing Zhao Kuo, son of Lord Mafu, as its own commander; Lian Po himself poses no real threat to Qin at all, and is, in any case, on the verge of surrendering to Qin regardless.” Believing these rumors entirely, the King of Zhao forcibly replaced Lian Po with Zhao Kuo — a commander skilled only in “theoretical military discussion,” entirely lacking any genuine practical experience of actual combat. Qin, for its own part, upon learning that Zhao had appointed Zhao Kuo as its new commander, secretly and quietly appointed Bai Qi as its own supreme commander in the field instead, while relegating Wang Yi to the comparatively subordinate role of deputy commander. Bai Qi stood, without question, as the single most outstanding military commander of the entire Warring States period, a genuinely seasoned veteran of countless past campaigns — he had once inflicted a crushing defeat on the combined forces of Han and Wei at the Battle of Yique, annihilating some 240,000 enemy troops in a single engagement; he had likewise dealt a devastating blow to the southern state of Chu, capturing Chu’s own capital city, Ying, and Chu’s own city of Yan as well, burning the Yiling mausoleum of the Chu royal ancestors to the ground, and thoroughly shattering Chu’s own morale and fighting spirit in the process. Zhao Kuo, by contrast — young, overconfident, and entirely lacking any genuine practical combat experience of his own — proved fundamentally no match whatsoever for so seasoned, resourceful, and formidable an adversary as Bai Qi. From this point forward, the three-year strategic standoff and rough equilibrium that had, until then, characterized the broader conflict between Qin and Zhao was, at last, decisively broken, and the overall trajectory of the war shifted dramatically and irreversibly in Qin’s own favor, and correspondingly against Zhao’s own interests.

Once Zhao Kuo had assumed command of the Zhao army, he persisted in adhering to the fundamentally flawed strategic plan of forcibly reclaiming the Shangdang commandery, abandoning entirely the sound defensive strategy Lian Po had earlier established, and rashly forced a premature decisive engagement against a Qin army that continued to hold a considerable overall advantage in strength. His conduct throughout the campaign — failing, at the outset, to properly assess the true situation he faced, acting with reckless and ill-considered haste, and, in the end, staking everything on a single, desperate gamble — together reflect a fundamentally reckless, irresponsible approach to command, one that gambled recklessly with the very fate of his own nation. As the “Xingjun” (“On the March”) chapter of Sun Tzu’s own Art of War observes: “He who is without foresight, and underestimates his adversary, will surely be captured by him.” Zhao Kuo stands as a textbook example of precisely this kind of commander.







Chapter 31: The Battle of Julu, at the End of the Qin Dynasty (December 207 BC – July 206 BC)

The Battle of Julu stands as a massive offensive engagement fought during the peasant uprisings that marked the final years of the Qin dynasty, in which Xiang Yu annihilated the main strength of the Qin army before the walls of Julu (present-day Pingxiang town, southwest of Pingxiang county, Hebei province). This battle took place between December of 207 BC (the third year of the reign of the Second Emperor of Qin) and July of 206 BC, lasting nearly a full year in all. With a force numbering fewer than 100,000, Xiang Yu annihilated the main Qin army, 400,000 strong, decisively reversing the overall course of the entire peasant uprising, and creating extraordinarily favorable conditions for Liu Bang’s own western army to exploit the resulting power vacuum and advance into the strategically vital Guanzhong region — thereby dealing a decisive and crucial blow toward the final and complete overthrow of the corrupt and tyrannical Qin dynasty. This battle stands as a brilliant example, in the military history of China, of a smaller force defeating a considerably larger one, of sustained continuous combat operations, and of swift, decisive victory. Xiang Yu’s own extraordinary command artistry, his exceptional military courage and strategic vision, his unstoppable, forward-charging fighting spirit, and his tenacious and formidable combat style all remain genuinely worthy of admiration and study by later generations.


I. Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

In 221 BC, Qin Shi Huang unified the six rival states, bringing to an end the chaotic era of fragmented feudal rule and endemic warfare among competing states that had persisted, ever since the Eastern Zhou period, for more than 500 years, and establishing China’s first centralized, unified feudal empire — an achievement that undoubtedly carried genuinely positive significance for the broader course of Chinese historical development. And yet, following the establishment of the Qin dynasty, the new regime subjected its own people to brutal exploitation and oppression, imposing crushing burdens of forced labor, military conscription, and taxation, constructing the Great Wall, building lavish palaces, and constructing elaborate imperial tombs — leaving the common people utterly destitute and desperate, and giving rise to mounting crisis on every front. At the same time, Qin’s own legal code proved extraordinarily harsh and punitive, with the crime of a single individual bringing punishment down upon his entire family and even his own neighbors — giving rise to a situation described, in the historical record, as one in which “those condemned to wear the coarse garb of prisoners choked the roads, and the marketplaces overflowed with those confined in cangues” — and the underlying social tensions this provoked grew correspondingly and comprehensively more acute. Finally, in July of 209 BC, Chen Sheng and Wu Guang, “hewing wood to fashion crude weapons, and raising a bamboo pole as their own makeshift banner,” launched the celebrated uprising at Dazexiang. In September, Xiang Liang, Xiang Yu, and Liu Bang, too, successively rallied their own followers and rose in rebellion, at Wu Commandery and Pei county respectively. The remnants of the aristocratic families of the six states Qin had earlier conquered and destroyed, too, seized this opportunity to rise up in rebellion, and the entire realm found itself, before long, swept up in a broad and comprehensive uprising against Qin rule.

Qin’s own ruling regime, unwilling to accept its own removal from the stage of history, mobilized its own military forces under the Second Emperor, Hu Hai, seeking to suppress the peasant uprising by force. The single most formidable and effective of these Qin forces was the army commanded by Zhang Han, the Privy Treasurer. Serving as the main strength of the Qin military response, Zhang Han’s forces fought with ruthless determination against the various rebel peasant armies, first crushing the uprising forces of Chen Sheng and Wu Guang, before quickly going on to annihilate as well the forces of Tian Dan, King of Qi, and Wei Jiu, King of Wei — before finally turning their own attention toward the rebel forces of Chu, led by Xiang Liang. Facing the advance of Zhang Han’s formidable army, Chu forces arrayed themselves in a firm and resolute defensive posture. After several successive engagements, with victory alternating between the two sides, Zhang Han, exploiting Xiang Liang’s own growing overconfidence following a string of earlier minor victories, launched a sudden surprise attack, inflicting a devastating defeat on the rebel forces at Dingtao (northwest of present-day Dingtao, Shandong province); Xiang Liang himself was killed in this engagement, and the broader rebel cause suffered a severe and significant setback as a result.

In 208 BC, following his own victory at Dingtao, Zhang Han gradually grew increasingly arrogant and overconfident, coming to believe that “the forces of Chu no longer pose any genuine threat worth worrying about,” and accordingly crossed the Yellow River to attack the state of Zhao instead. Zhao’s own forces proved few in number and correspondingly weak, and, unable to withstand the Qin assault, suffered one setback after another; Zhao Xie, King of Zhao, was ultimately forced to abandon his own capital, Handan, withdrawing instead to Julu (present-day Pingxiang town, southwest of Pingxiang county, Hebei province).

Qin’s Strategic Plan: Pressing his own advantage, Zhang Han ordered Wang Li, Sima Xin, Su Jiao, and other Qin commanders to lead a combined force of 200,000 troops — an overwhelming numerical advantage — to encircle Julu completely, while Zhang Han himself personally led the main body of Qin forces to establish a garrison at Jiyuan, a few kilometers south of Julu, constructing there a fortified supply corridor (a protected route flanked on both sides by earthen walls) connecting directly to the Yellow River, so as to keep the forces besieging Julu continuously supplied with grain. Qin planned to maintain this prolonged siege of Julu indefinitely, starving Zhao’s own defenders into submission, while watching for an opportune moment to storm the city outright, thereby thoroughly pacifying the whole of Zhao territory once and for all.

Chu’s Strategic Plan: With the defenders of Julu reduced to a mere handful of troops, their food supplies nearly exhausted, and the overall situation growing increasingly dire and precarious, Zhao had no choice but to dispatch envoys to every quarter, urgently appealing to the various anti-Qin rebel forces for assistance. Upon receiving Zhao’s urgent appeal for help, King Huai of Chu immediately convened his own senior commanders to deliberate on the matter. The consensus among those assembled was as follows: although Chu’s own forces had already suffered considerable losses in the earlier defeat at Dingtao, should Chu fail to come to Zhao’s relief in a timely fashion, then, once Zhang Han had finished off Zhao entirely, he would inevitably redirect his own forces southward against Chu next — leaving the broader anti-Qin rebel cause genuinely vulnerable to being defeated piecemeal, one state at a time. At the same time, the main strength of the Qin army remained tied down in the region of Hebei, leaving the strategically vital Guanzhong region correspondingly undefended and vulnerable — presenting the rebel forces with a genuine opportunity to exploit this gap and advance directly into Qin’s own home territory, striking a decisive blow against the Qin regime itself. In light of this careful analysis, the supreme command of the Chu rebel forces resolved on a decisive strategic plan: Song Yi would be appointed supreme commander, with Xiang Yu serving as his deputy and Fan Zeng serving as a junior general, leading the main body of Chu forces — 50,000 strong — northward to relieve Zhao, watching for the opportune moment to annihilate the main strength of the Qin army; at the same time, Liu Bang would be dispatched to lead a separate force, exploiting the resulting power vacuum to advance through the Hangu Pass into the Guanzhong region, watching for the opportune moment to strike directly at Xianyang, the Qin capital itself. The underlying strategic logic behind this particular deployment lay in having these two separate forces operate in close coordination with one another, striking simultaneously along two separate fronts, so as to place Qin forces in the genuinely untenable position of having to fight a two-front war, unable to adequately defend both fronts at once — thereby securing the decisive victory needed to finally bring down the Qin dynasty once and for all.
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II. The Course of the Campaign

Each of the various regional rebel states, motivated by their own particular interests, arrived at a shared understanding of the situation, and successively dispatched their own relief forces to Zhao’s aid. Han Guang, King of Yan, dispatched his general Zang Tu to lead a relief force to Zhao. Tian Rong, chancellor of Qi, disregarding the broader strategic picture, refused to commit any Qi forces to the relief effort; but the Qi general Tian Du, in defiance of Tian Rong’s own wishes, led a separate force to Zhao’s relief regardless. Tian An, grandson of the former King of Qi, having captured Jibei (southeast of present-day Tai’an, Shandong province), likewise led his own forces to Zhao’s aid. Zhang Ao, son of Zhang Er, too, led more than 10,000 troops from Dai commandery (with its administrative seat at present-day Yu county, Hebei province) to relieve Zhao. And yet every one of these various relief forces, upon arriving, chose simply to establish their own encampments north of the city of Julu, alongside the forces of Chen Yu, constructing more than a dozen fortified positions there — but, owing to their own comparatively limited individual strength, none dared to take the initiative in launching an assault against the vastly superior Qin forces. At one point, Chen Yu, the Zhao general, recruited a force of 5,000 troops from Hengshan commandery (in the region of present-day Shijiazhuang, Hebei province), and led this force in a desperate, all-out assault against the Qin army — but this entire force was annihilated in the ensuing engagement, with not a single survivor returning alive.

(1) Xiang Yu’s Righteous Fury, and His Seizure of Supreme Command on the Eve of Battle (October–November, 207 BC)

In October of 207 BC (the third year of the reign of the Second Emperor of Qin), Song Yi led Chu forces northward to relieve Zhao. Song Yi had once cautioned Xiang Liang against underestimating his own adversary through overconfidence, correctly predicting, before the fact, the very defeat that Xiang Liang would go on to suffer — a prediction that won him considerable trust and confidence from King Huai of Chu, who accordingly entrusted him with leading the northern relief expedition, bestowing upon him the honorary title “Direct Commander, Ranking Above All Other Lords.” And yet Song Yi himself, harboring genuine apprehension about the prospect of a direct confrontation with the formidable Qin army, upon reaching Anyang (east of present-day Cao county, Shandong province), halted his own advance entirely, remaining encamped there for a full forty-six days without making any further move toward Zhao. Xiang Yu urged Song Yi to press forward swiftly with the advance, so as to coordinate with Zhao’s own defenders from both inside and outside the city simultaneously, decisively crushing the Qin army in a single, coordinated stroke. But Song Yi, hoping instead to preserve his own strength, preferred to wait patiently while Qin and Zhao forces continued to wear each other down through mutual conflict, so as to reap the eventual benefit for himself. Song Yi reasoned that, should Qin forces succeed in defeating Zhao outright, then Qin’s own forces, too, would inevitably find themselves considerably weakened and exhausted in the process, allowing Chu forces, rested and fresh by comparison, to then strike a decisive blow against the exhausted Qin army; and should Qin forces instead fail to defeat Zhao, and instead find themselves defeated by Zhao’s own defenders, then the main strength of the Qin army would, in either case, find itself severely depleted, allowing Chu forces to then march directly westward, striking at Xianyang and thereby destroying the Qin dynasty once and for all. For this reason, Song Yi firmly rejected Xiang Yu’s own sound strategic counsel. He rebuked Xiang Yu bitterly, telling him: “When it comes to donning armor and wielding sharp weapons upon the battlefield itself, I readily concede that you, Xiang Yu, surpass me; but when it comes to sitting back and devising sound overall strategy, you, Xiang Yu, are no match for me.” He further threatened Xiang Yu, warning him not to defy his own orders or refuse to follow his own command. At the same time, Song Yi spent his days indulging in wine and lavish feasting, seeking out his own pleasure and amusement, even personally traveling to Wuyan (southeast of present-day Dongping county, Shandong province) to host an elaborate banquet there, sending off his own son to serve as chancellor in the state of Qi, so as to further expand his own personal power and influence. The weather at the time remained bitterly cold, with frequent rain; Chu’s own soldiers, cold and hungry, suffered considerably under these harsh conditions, and Song Yi’s own self-indulgent conduct provoked mounting resentment among the assembled troops. Xiang Yu himself, a man of fiery and impetuous temperament, found himself utterly unable to bear this state of affairs any longer, and once again urged that Chu forces immediately cross the Zhang River to relieve Zhao, coordinating a combined assault against Qin forces from both inside and outside the city simultaneously, so as to decisively crush the Qin threat; otherwise, he warned, given Qin’s own formidable strength, Zhao would inevitably be conquered and absorbed into Qin territory once again. Having argued his case forcefully, yet finding his own sound counsel repeatedly rejected, Xiang Yu found himself consumed with righteous indignation, and, seizing the opportunity presented by an early-morning audience with Song Yi, took the decisive step of assassinating Song Yi on the spot, within his own command tent. Having killed Song Yi, Xiang Yu immediately declared to the assembled army: “Song Yi conspired together with Qi in a plot to betray Chu, and King Huai himself secretly ordered me to put him to death.” The assembled army unanimously agreed that “it was, after all, General Xiang’s own family that first raised the banner of Chu’s own restoration” — and that executing Song Yi, a man now condemned as a traitor to the state, was entirely justified. The army accordingly and unanimously acclaimed Xiang Yu as their own acting supreme commander. Xiang Yu immediately dispatched Huan Chu to report these events to King Huai of Chu; King Huai, with no real alternative available to him, had no choice but to formally confirm Xiang Yu’s own appointment as supreme commander, entrusting him with overall command of Chu forces and with leading the relief expedition northward to Zhao’s aid. Through this particular struggle, supreme command of the peasant rebel forces passed, at last, out of the hands of the old aristocratic officialdom and into the hands of a genuine leader who had himself emerged from the ranks of the peasant rebellion itself — a development of genuinely pivotal, decisive significance for the subsequent, more vigorous prosecution of the broader war against Qin, and one that would ultimately prove crucial to the final, complete destruction of the Qin regime.

(2) Smashing the Cooking Pots and Sinking the Boats: A Decisive Life-and-Death Struggle at Julu (December, 207 BC)

At this point, Qin forces, relying on their own overwhelming numerical superiority and abundant supplies, continued to press their siege of Julu ever more tightly. Within the besieged city, Zhao’s own defenders had, by this point, exhausted their arrows and provisions alike, and the city itself teetered on the very brink of collapse. Although relief forces from Yan, Qi, and Wei had, by this point, already reached the vicinity of Julu, joining forces there with Chen Yu’s own army, every one of these various forces, gripped by fear of the formidable Qin army, chose simply to watch from a cautious distance, none daring to actually engage Qin forces in direct combat. Xiang Yu alone resolved to force a decisive crossing of the river, committing his own forces to a direct confrontation with the Qin army. In December, he led Chu forces to the southern bank of the Zhang River; upon arrival, he immediately dispatched Ying Bu and General Pu (Xiang Zhuang) to lead an advance force, 20,000 strong, across the river, tasked with cutting off the fortified supply corridor along which Qin forces transported their own grain supplies, thereby severing the link between Wang Li’s forces and Zhang Han’s own army, and leaving Wang Li’s own forces increasingly vulnerable to genuine food shortage. Xiang Yu then personally led the main body of Chu forces across the river as well, following behind this advance force; once his own troops had completed the crossing, he ordered every vessel used in the crossing sunk, every cooking cauldron and cooking vessel smashed to pieces, and ordered his own troops to carry with them no more than three days’ worth of dry provisions — a dramatic gesture intended to demonstrate to the entire army his own unwavering resolve to advance without any thought of retreat, and to fight Qin forces to the very death if necessary. Xiang Yu then led Chu forces to the very walls of Julu itself, completely encircling Wang Li’s own Qin forces there, and, with the overwhelming, unstoppable force of a sudden thunderclap, launched a ferocious assault against the startled Qin defenders. Chu’s own officers and soldiers fought with tremendous, reckless courage, each and every one of them, as the historical record describes it, fighting “as though he alone were worth ten ordinary men,” their battle cries rising up to “shake the very heavens themselves,” utterly routing and shattering the Qin forces under Wang Li’s own command. Zhang Han, too, led his own reinforcements in an attempt to relieve the besieged Qin garrison, but this relief force, too, was valiantly repelled by Chu’s own forces. Xiang Yu personally directed his own forces in nine successive engagements against the Qin army, winning every single one of these nine battles in succession, ultimately inflicting a devastating and total defeat on the Qin forces there. The various regional relief forces that had, until this point, remained fearfully cowering behind their own fortified encampments, watching from a cautious distance as the battle unfolded, seeing at last that Chu’s own victory was now firmly and decisively assured, seized this opportunity to sally forth from their own defensive positions as well, joining in the coordinated assault against Wang Li’s beleaguered forces. The result of this truly earth-shaking, momentous battle was as follows: Wang Li, the Qin general, was taken prisoner; Su Jiao, one of his deputy commanders, was killed in the fighting; and another deputy commander, She Jian, finding himself with no possible route of escape remaining, chose to set himself ablaze and perish in the flames rather than submit to capture. Chu forces secured a truly glorious and decisive victory, and the siege of Julu was, at last, fully and completely lifted. Xiang Yu’s own extraordinary command ability and his own unstoppable, forward-charging courage, so vividly demonstrated over the course of the Battle of Julu, left every one of the various regional rebel forces genuinely awestruck and deeply respectful of his own accomplishments; they unanimously and enthusiastically acclaimed Xiang Yu as their own supreme commander, entrusting him with unified command over the whole of the assembled forces then gathered in Zhao territory. Chu’s own military prestige and reputation grew correspondingly immense; with unified command now firmly established, coordination among the various rebel forces grew correspondingly closer and more effective, and morale, too, surged to new heights — creating genuinely favorable conditions for the subsequent campaign of total annihilation that would soon be waged against Zhang Han’s own remaining forces.

(3) Pressing the Advantage in Pursuit: The Decisive Battle at the Han River Seals Qin’s Fate (January–July, 206 BC)

Following his own defeat at Julu, Zhang Han withdrew his forces to Jiyuan, where he resolved to hold his ground firmly, dispatching his deputy commander, Sima Xin, to appeal urgently to the Qin imperial court for reinforcements. Xiang Yu led his own forces in pursuit, pressing his advantage; Zhang Han suffered one further setback after another in the fighting that followed, and, although his own forces still numbered more than 200,000 in total, morale among his own troops had, by this point, collapsed entirely, with no remaining will left to continue the fight. At this same moment, internal divisions within the Qin imperial court itself had already grown severe, with the eunuch Zhao Gao having seized effective control over the entire government; rather than dispatching reinforcements to support Zhang Han, Zhao Gao instead moved to hold Zhang Han personally responsible for his own recent defeats. Finding himself trapped in an increasingly untenable position, with no viable path forward and no way to retreat either, Zhang Han secretly dispatched an envoy to Xiang Yu, seeking to negotiate a peace settlement — but this request was refused, leaving Zhang Han with no choice but to prepare to withdraw his own forces entirely. In June of 206 BC, seizing upon this moment of genuine hesitation and indecision on Zhang Han’s own part, Xiang Yu promptly dispatched General Pu to lead a detachment of Chu forces on a rapid, forced march, day and night without pause, to seize the crossing at Sanhu Ford (a crossing point along the Zhang River, southwest of present-day Ci county, Hebei province), thereby cutting off Zhang Han’s own route of retreat entirely; Xiang Yu then personally led the main body of Chu forces in a further engagement against Qin forces at the Han River (a tributary of the Zhang River), once again inflicting a decisive and crushing defeat on the Qin army there. With this, Zhang Han’s own forces found themselves, in effect, reduced to nothing more than fish trapped helplessly within a cooking cauldron, with no possible avenue of escape remaining to them. In July, Zhang Han, with 200,000 troops still remaining under his command, formally surrendered to Xiang Yu at Yin Ruins (west of present-day Anyang, Henan province), on the southern bank of the Huan River. Because Chu’s own forces were, at the time, suffering from genuinely inadequate food supplies of their own, Xiang Yu ultimately agreed to accept Zhang Han’s surrender, granting him the honorary title of Prince of Yong, and retaining him at his own side for future use; Sima Xin was placed in command of the surrendered Qin troops, leading them forward as the vanguard of Chu’s own continued advance toward Xianyang, the Qin capital. Shortly afterward, however, Xiang Yu ordered these 200,000 surrendered Qin troops buried alive, south of the city of Xin’an. With this, the Battle of Julu, at long last, came to its final and complete conclusion.

Qin’s own catastrophic defeat at the Battle of Julu deprived the Qin dynasty of the single most powerful and effective strategic mobile force still remaining at its disposal. From this point forward, Qin found itself with no further usable military strength of any kind, left entirely helpless, awaiting nothing but its own final and inevitable collapse.



III. Commentary

The Battle of Julu stands as the very work that first established Xiang Yu’s own formidable reputation, and stands, too, as the single most brilliant and celebrated episode among the more than seventy battles he would go on to fight over the course of his own remarkable military career. The struggle between Xiang Yu and Song Yi over the fundamental decision of whether to relieve Zhao, together with Xiang Yu’s own subsequent operational guidance in cutting off Qin’s own grain supplies and dividing and annihilating the Qin forces piece by piece, together reveal the genuine mind of a true military strategist; his decision to kill Song Yi, acting under the pretext of King Huai of Chu’s own supposed order, reveals his own bold, decisive political acumen; his celebrated gesture of “smashing the cooking pots and sinking the boats” embodies his own extraordinary courage and his unstoppable, forward-charging fighting spirit; and his own practice of personally leading his troops into battle at the very front of the fighting, sustaining continuous combat operations without pause, reflects, in turn, his own fearless disregard for personal danger and his own tireless, indomitable combat endurance, together with the broader combat ethos and personal character he embodied throughout. Of course, his decision to bury alive the surrendered Qin troops exposed a genuinely fatal flaw in his own character — a certain inherent cruelty — one that would go on to sow the seeds of the very troubles that would eventually beset him in the later stages of his own military career, as his own followers gradually abandoned him one by one, culminating, in the end, in his own tragic suicide at the Wu River. And yet the Battle of Julu, fought at the very close of the Qin dynasty, nevertheless remains a genuinely brilliant and richly colored chapter in the broader history of ancient Chinese warfare, and stands as a genuinely valuable treasure within the broader field of military scholarship. In evaluating Xiang Yu’s own legacy, we ought not to simply “judge a hero solely by whether he ultimately won or lost” — his own extraordinary command artistry and his own fearless, courageous spirit remain genuinely worthy of admiration and emulation by later generations even today.

(1) An Accurate Assessment of the Overall Strategic Situation Formed the Essential Foundation for Victory

Following his own victory at Dingtao, Zhang Han grew increasingly complacent and overconfident, coming to believe, quite mistakenly, that “Chu’s own remaining forces no longer pose any genuine threat worth worrying about,” and accordingly crossed the Yellow River to attack Zhao instead — a decision that reflected a fundamental misjudgment of the overall strategic situation he actually faced. Zhang Han failed to recognize that the true main strength of the broader anti-Qin resistance remained, in fact, the forces of Chu; by directing the bulk of his own military strength against Zhao instead, he squandered a genuinely excellent opportunity to press his own advantage and thoroughly pacify Chu territory while Chu forces remained weakened and disorganized following their own earlier defeat — thereby granting Chu forces the precious time they needed to reorganize their own dispositions and rebuild their own military strength in the aftermath of the Dingtao defeat. This allowed Chu forces the opportunity to rest and recover, restoring their own vigor and combat effectiveness, and ultimately sowed the very seeds of Qin’s own eventual downfall. Even granting that Zhang Han had, indeed, seriously misjudged the broader strategic situation, had he nevertheless employed his own forces against Zhao with genuine skill and sound judgment, he might well have avoided the catastrophic defeat that ultimately befell him, and might conceivably have gone on to secure further victories instead. Once Qin forces had successfully besieged the Zhao defenders at Julu, they hesitated and delayed for far too long before finally launching their own general assault against the city, failing to seize the crucial opportunity presented during the forty-six days Song Yi’s own Chu relief force remained encamped at Anyang, during which time Qin forces might well have concentrated their own full strength to annihilate the various regional relief forces gathered outside Julu one by one; nor did Qin forces concentrate sufficient strength to prevent Chu forces from ultimately crossing the river at all — thereby inadvertently surrendering the strategic initiative on the battlefield to the anti-Qin rebel forces, entirely without realizing it. The various anti-Qin rebel forces, by contrast, correctly assessed the overall strategic situation they faced, adopting a sound strategic approach built around close coordination among the various allied rebel forces and active, proactive offensive action, thereby forming a genuinely unified and formidable combined fighting strength, and successfully avoiding the very real risk of being defeated piecemeal by Qin forces, one state at a time.

(2) Bold, Decisive Action, Grounded in a Genuine Grasp of the Overall Strategic Picture, Served as the Crucial Starting Point on the Road to Ultimate Victory

Song Yi’s own strategic approach — allowing Qin and Zhao to exhaust one another through mutual conflict first, while Chu itself “bears no direct burden” in the fighting — reflected a fundamentally flawed strategy, one that sacrificed Chu’s own allies while adopting a passive, wait-and-see posture. Had Chu failed to come to Zhao’s relief, and had Zhao consequently been destroyed by Qin, Qin forces would inevitably have gone on to concentrate their own full strength against each of the various remaining anti-Qin rebel forces in turn — leaving Chu forces not only without any genuine “burden” to avoid bearing in the first place, but also facing the very real danger of being defeated piecemeal by Zhang Han’s own forces in due course, ultimately dooming the entire anti-Qin rebel cause to failure. Xiang Yu, recognizing that Song Yi’s own reluctance to advance north to relieve Zhao would inevitably prove ruinous to the broader rebel cause, resolved, grounded in his own genuine grasp of the overall strategic picture, to decisively eliminate Song Yi at this crucial and decisive juncture, thereby removing the disruptive interference Song Yi’s own flawed strategic approach posed, and seizing for himself the supreme command he needed to implement his own sound strategic decision to advance north and relieve Zhao — thereby eliminating, once and for all, the very real danger that the various anti-Qin rebel forces might otherwise have been defeated piecemeal by Qin forces, one by one. Xiang Yu’s own ability to grasp the overall strategic picture with genuine clarity, and his own bold, decisive resolve in eliminating Song Yi and seizing command over Chu’s main military strength, bought Chu forces the precious time and the crucial strategic initiative they needed to ultimately defeat the Qin army — laying the essential groundwork, in the process, for the decisive turning point that the Battle of Julu itself would go on to represent, and serving as the crucial starting point on the road to ultimate and total victory. Xiang Yu’s own genuine focus on the broader trajectory of the war as a whole, and his own bold, decisive resolve in identifying and addressing the single most critical issue affecting the overall course of the conflict at precisely the right moment, remain genuinely worthy of admiration and emulation even today.

(3) The Fearless, Do-or-Die Spirit Embodied in “Smashing the Cooking Pots and Sinking the Boats” Was the Crucial Key to Overcoming a Considerably Stronger Adversary Through Sheer Determination and Resolve

Xiang Yu’s own celebrated gesture of “smashing the cooking pots and sinking the boats” conveyed, to his own assembled officers and soldiers, an unmistakable attitude and an unshakeable resolve: that, should his own troops fail to press forward with everything they had, giving no thought whatsoever to their own personal survival, then no path of retreat would remain open to them at all; and that, should they fail to defeat the Qin army decisively, they would have no way to ever again face their own families and countrymen back home in the Jiangdong region with any genuine sense of honor or self-respect. This particular gesture on Xiang Yu’s part stands as a vivid, practical demonstration of the fundamental military principle Sun Tzu himself once articulated — that troops placed in a position of genuine, mortal peril, with no possible avenue of retreat, will fight with a ferocity and determination born of sheer desperation, and will, in this way, ultimately find a path to survival precisely because they have first accepted the very real possibility of death. By deliberately placing himself and his own troops in a position from which there could be no retreat, Xiang Yu succeeded in demonstrating, to his own assembled forces, his own extraordinary courage and his own unwavering resolve, thereby igniting, throughout the entire Chu army, an unstoppable, forward-charging determination to defeat Qin once and for all, together with a genuinely heroic, courageous fighting spirit. This particular willingness to boldly “draw one’s own sword” and commit decisively to battle, to strike at a considerably stronger adversary despite one’s own comparatively limited numbers, reflects a genuine and formidable courage and resolve — one that thoroughly overwhelmed the enemy, psychologically and spiritually alike, from the very outset of the engagement. The various other regional rebel forces — Zhao, Wei, Yan, and Qi among them — though not, in fact, numerically inferior to Chu’s own forces, nevertheless proved unwilling to risk direct confrontation with the formidable Qin army, precisely because they lacked the same courage and resolve Xiang Yu himself had so vividly demonstrated through his own gesture of “smashing the cooking pots and sinking the boats,” and lacked, too, the same unwavering determination reflected in the ancient Chu saying that “though but three clans might remain, Chu shall yet destroy Qin.” In the course of annihilating Wang Li’s own forces, Chu troops displayed a genuinely relentless, sustained fighting spirit, giving the enemy no opportunity whatsoever to catch its breath, and firmly and consistently maintaining the strategic initiative on the battlefield throughout. Once the siege of Julu had been successfully broken and Wang Li’s own forces had been annihilated, Chu forces proved able to promptly launch an effective long-range strategic pursuit, driving what remained of Zhang Han’s own main Qin force into an increasingly untenable and hopeless predicament, ultimately compelling Zhang Han to surrender unconditionally, thereby annihilating, in a single decisive campaign, the very last remaining strategic mobile force still available to the Qin dynasty, and firmly securing the decisive victory the anti-Qin rebel cause had, until this point, so desperately sought.

(4) The Tactical Approach of Dividing and Annihilating the Enemy Piece by Piece Proved a Genuinely Effective Method for Defeating an Adversary in Detail

Over the course of the Battle of Julu, Xiang Yu proved genuinely skillful in his own ability to divide and isolate his adversary’s forces. Confronting the formidable Qin army, Chu forces, though themselves at a considerable overall disadvantage in terms of raw numerical strength, nevertheless succeeded, by cutting off the fortified supply corridor along which Qin forces transported their own grain, in severing the crucial link between Wang Li’s own forces and Zhang Han’s own main army, leaving the two Qin forces unable to provide one another with mutual support or effective coordination. At the same time, Chu forces adopted the broader coordinated strategy of striking at the enemy from outside the city while Zhao’s own defenders resisted from within, thereby overcoming, to a considerable degree, their own overall numerical disadvantage across the battlefield as a whole, while instead achieving genuine local superiority at the decisive point of engagement, and thereby fundamentally altering the underlying balance of strength between the two sides. This particular approach created the favorable conditions Chu forces needed to first annihilate Wang Li’s own elite Qin forces, and subsequently to defeat and eliminate the main strength of Zhang Han’s own army as well. It was precisely because Chu forces succeeded in severing Wang Li’s own supply lines that his own troops found their morale collapsing entirely, with no remaining will left to continue fighting. Caught between two fires, with enemies pressing in from both front and rear simultaneously, Wang Li’s own forces suffered a catastrophic and total defeat as a direct result. The Battle of Julu makes clear that, however formidable a given adversary might appear on the surface, genuine vulnerabilities and weaknesses inevitably exist somewhere within its own dispositions — and it was precisely by first severing the fortified supply corridor along which Qin forces transported their own grain that Chu forces succeeded in seizing hold of the crucial vulnerability, the proverbial “nose ring,” that allowed them to lead the entire Qin army, however overwhelming its raw numerical strength, to its own ultimate and inevitable defeat.







Chapter 32: The Battle of the Mobei Desert Between Han and Xiongnu (Spring, 119 BC)

The Battle of the Mobei Desert was a long-range strategic strike operation in which two separate columns of Han cavalry penetrated deep into the desert region north of the Mobei (present-day Mongolian plateau), decisively defeating the main strength of the Xiongnu confederation. This engagement took place in the spring of 119 BC (the fourth year of the Yuanshou reign period of Emperor Wu of Han). Han forces mobilized more than 100,000 cavalry, together with several hundred thousand infantry and 140,000 reserve horses; Wei Qing and Huo Qubing each led a force of 50,000 cavalry, while Chanyu Yizhixie, the Xiongnu ruler, committed the entirety of his own forces — both his own personal contingent and that of the King of the Left — some 100,000 troops in total, to confront the Han army in a decisive showdown. In the end, Han forces killed or captured more than 80,000 Xiongnu troops, leaving no more than one or two-tenths of the original strength of the Xiongnu chanyu’s own forces and those of the King of the Left still intact; Han forces, too, suffered losses of several tens of thousands of troops and more than 100,000 horses. The Western Han dynasty secured a truly massive strategic victory through this decisive engagement. Following this great battle, Xiongnu strength was dealt a blow from which it never fully recovered, and the Xiongnu people were forced to retreat deep into the northern desert, leaving, as the historical record describes it, “no royal court south of the Mobei desert” any longer. From this point onward, the threat the Xiongnu posed to the northern frontier of the Western Han dynasty diminished considerably; both within and beyond the Great Wall, “horses and cattle roamed freely, and livestock filled the open plains,” and the Western Han dynasty entered a period of comprehensive political, economic, cultural, and social development, ushering in an extended era of sustained national strength and prosperity.


I. Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

Following Emperor Wu of Han’s own decision to launch a strategic counteroffensive against the Xiongnu, Han forces had already achieved successive victories in the Battle of Henan, the Battle of Monan, and the Battle of Hexi, and the Xiongnu chanyu and the King of the Right had, as a result, been forced to withdraw far to the north, deep into the Mobei desert region, considerably easing the threat the Xiongnu had long posed to the northwestern frontier of the Western Han dynasty. Following its own victory in the Hexi campaign, the Western Han dynasty accepted the surrender of the forces of Hunye Wang, and resettled these surrendered Xiongnu forces separately across the commanderies of Longxi, Beidi, and Shang (present-day Yulin region, Shaanxi province), together with Shuofang and Yunzhong, five commanderies in total, settling them permanently in the region south of the Yellow River, beyond the Great Wall — a resettled population that came to be known as the “Five Vassal States.” Having secured control over the Hexi region, and having essentially eliminated Xiongnu influence throughout the western frontier, the Han dynasty correspondingly reduced its own garrison forces stationed in the three commanderies of Longxi, Beidi, and Shang by roughly half. And yet the Xiongnu had, by no means, abandoned their own ongoing raids against the Han border commanderies. Chanyu Yizhixie, deeply resentful over the devastating losses his own right-flank forces had suffered, launched, in the autumn of 120 BC (the third year of the Yuanshou reign period of Emperor Wu of Han), a massive two-pronged invasion, each column numbering several tens of thousands of troops, striking at Youbeiping commandery (with its administrative seat at Pinggang, west of present-day Lingyuan, Liaoning province) and Dingxiang commandery (with its administrative seat at Chengle, northwest of present-day Horinger, Inner Mongolia), killing and plundering more than 1,000 Han officials and civilians before withdrawing — a deliberate provocation intended to enrage Emperor Wu of Han and lure Han forces into advancing deep into Xiongnu territory, where the Xiongnu hoped to annihilate them within the Mobei desert region.

In light of the continuing reality that the chanyu’s own personal forces and those of the King of the Left still retained considerable strength, and continued to pose a serious threat to the security of the Han dynasty’s own northern frontier, and taking into account the fact that Han forces had, through repeated past campaigns, accumulated genuinely valuable practical combat experience in conducting large-scale, long-range cavalry operations, Emperor Wu of Han resolved to press his own advantage, building on the momentum of Han’s recent victory in the Hexi campaign, and to intensify Han’s own offensive operations along the northern front. In 119 BC (the fourth year of the Yuanshou reign period), he issued an imperial edict implementing currency reform, and further ordered the imposition of a property tax on merchants and the establishment of state monopolies over the salt and iron industries, so as to raise the substantial material and financial resources the coming campaign would require. At the same time, he consulted with his own senior generals regarding the appropriate strategy to adopt against the Xiongnu.

Han’s Strategic Plan: Emperor Wu of Han, determined to thoroughly annihilate the main strength of the Xiongnu confederation once and for all, resolved to seize the initiative and launch a proactive offensive, exploiting the Xiongnu’s own mistaken belief that Han forces would be incapable of successfully crossing the vast Mobei desert to launch an effective campaign against them. Emperor Wu judged that Chanyu Yizhixie, having heeded Zhao Xin’s own confident assurance that Han forces would never dare venture into the great desert, would inevitably grow correspondingly complacent and lower his own guard as a result — and Emperor Wu accordingly resolved to exploit Zhao Xin’s own mistaken judgment, striking suddenly and without warning, catching the Xiongnu entirely unprepared. On this basis, Emperor Wu formally established Han’s own operational doctrine for the coming campaign: to concentrate superior military strength, penetrate deep into the very heart of the Mobei desert region, and seek out and annihilate the main strength of the Xiongnu confederation there.

The Xiongnu’s Strategic Plan: The slaveholding ruling clique of the Xiongnu confederation, having suffered such catastrophic losses along its own right flank, found itself with no effective response to this crisis, and remained genuinely at a loss for how to respond to the even more devastating blow that Han forces appeared increasingly likely to deliver. At this juncture, Zhao Xin, a Han general who had earlier defected to the Xiongnu side following the Han-Xiongnu Battle of Monan, and who had, by this point, married the chanyu’s own sister and risen to become a figure of considerable prominence and influence within the Xiongnu confederation, second only to the chanyu himself, proposed the following strategy to the chanyu: that the main body of Xiongnu forces withdraw further north, deep into the Mobei desert region, so as to lure Han forces into pursuing them there; and that, once Han forces had grown sufficiently exhausted from the long and difficult pursuit, Xiongnu forces would then launch a sudden counterattack, thereby placing the exhausted Han army in a genuinely fatal and inescapable predicament. The chanyu, adopting this proposed strategy, resolved to exploit the exhaustion Han forces would inevitably suffer over the course of such a long and arduous journey, delivering a devastating and annihilating blow against them once they had been sufficiently worn down.

Han Force Deployment: To ensure the success of this campaign against the Mobei region, Emperor Wu of Han mobilized more than 100,000 cavalry, organized into two great cavalry formations under the respective commands of Wei Qing and Huo Qubing, together with a substantial force of infantry and 140,000 horses, tasked with transporting the grain, military supplies, and equipment the campaign would require. Emperor Wu assigned Wei Qing and Huo Qubing each a force of 50,000 troops, dividing the overall campaign into two separate columns. He assigned Wei Qing’s own column a number of seasoned, battle-tested veteran generals as deputy commanders, including Li Guang, Gongsun He, Zhao Yiji, and Cao Xiang. Huo Qubing’s own column, by contrast, was not assigned any deputy commanders of comparable seniority — but because the cavalry troops under Huo Qubing’s own command had all been carefully selected for their own exceptional combat skill and effectiveness, Emperor Wu resolved to entrust Huo Qubing’s own column with the single most difficult and demanding portion of the coming campaign, believing that his own forces possessed the necessary skill and capability to carry it out successfully. The original plan called for Huo Qubing’s column to advance from Dingxiang (in the region of present-day Horinger, Inner Mongolia), concentrating its own effort on striking directly at the chanyu’s own main force, while Wei Qing’s column would advance from Dai commandery (within present-day Yu county, Hebei province) instead. Once captured Xiongnu prisoners subsequently revealed that the chanyu’s own main force was, in fact, positioned further to the east, Emperor Wu promptly revised this original plan, redirecting Huo Qubing’s column to advance from Dai commandery instead, while Wei Qing’s own column would advance from Dingxiang.

Xiongnu Force Deployment: In accordance with Zhao Xin’s own proposed strategy, the Xiongnu relocated the entirety of their own families, livestock, and material possessions still further north, while deploying their own elite forces along the periphery of the Mobei desert region, prepared to intercept the advancing Han army there. Confident in the natural protection the vast desert terrain afforded them, the Xiongnu believed that Han forces would find it virtually impossible to successfully cross the Mobei desert; and even should Han forces somehow manage to do so, they reasoned, Han troops would, by that point, already be thoroughly exhausted from their own long and arduous journey — allowing Xiongnu forces, rested and fresh by comparison, to decisively crush the exhausted Han army without expending excessive effort of their own. For this reason, although the Xiongnu did undertake certain preparations for the coming decisive engagement in the Mobei region, they nevertheless remained seriously overconfident and dismissive of their Han adversary throughout, and failed to conduct the kind of thorough, comprehensive planning and preparation the situation genuinely demanded.
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II. The Course of the Campaign

In the spring of 119 BC (the fourth year of the Yuanshou reign period of Emperor Wu of Han), General-in-Chief Wei Qing and Cavalry General Huo Qubing, having received their respective imperial commissions, led their own forces on a northward advance. Once Wei Qing had passed beyond the frontier fortifications, he soon learned that the main strength of the Xiongnu confederation was, indeed, positioned directly ahead of his own advancing column. He accordingly ordered the forces of Vanguard General Li Guang to join forces with those of General of the Right Zhao Yiji, advancing together along the eastern route, so as to first cover the flank of the main Han force before then advancing into position to strike at the rear flank of the chanyu’s own forces; Wei Qing himself, meanwhile, would lead the main body of Han forces in a direct assault against the chanyu’s own forces from the front.

(1) Wei Qing Advances from Dingxiang and Routs the Chanyu’s Forces

General-in-Chief Wei Qing led his own forces on an advance of more than 1,000 li northward from Dingxiang, crossing the vast expanse of the desert, and suddenly discovered that the main strength of the chanyu’s own forces lay directly ahead, already prepared to meet the advancing Han army in battle. Wei Qing immediately ordered his own troops to form a defensive perimeter using armored supply wagons, arranging them in a protective circular formation (as illustrated in Figure 1), so as to guard against any sudden Xiongnu surprise attack. Once this defensive formation had been fully established, Wei Qing dispatched 5,000 cavalry to conduct a probing assault against the Xiongnu forces. The Xiongnu chanyu, in turn, dispatched more than 10,000 cavalry of his own to meet this Han advance in battle. The two sides fought fiercely until nightfall, at which point Wei Qing, seizing the opportune moment, dispatched the main body of his own forces to execute a coordinated flanking maneuver from both the left and right simultaneously, encircling the Xiongnu forces. Chanyu Yizhixie, having failed to adequately prepare for this contingency, and having never anticipated that Han forces would prove so numerous and so formidable in strength, and seeing his own forces now surrounded by the advancing Han army, recognized that continuing to fight under these circumstances would prove genuinely disastrous for his own cause; fearing that his own forces might well be defeated and that he himself might be killed in the fighting, he seized the opportunity presented by a sudden dust storm that arose as dusk fell, and, leading several hundred of his own elite cavalry guards, broke through the Han encirclement and fled toward the northwest. Han forces did not immediately notice the chanyu’s own escape, and the fierce fighting between the two armies continued on into the depths of the night, with heavy casualties suffered on both sides. It was only later that a Han officer, questioning a captured Xiongnu prisoner, learned that the chanyu himself had, in fact, already fled the battlefield around dusk. Wei Qing immediately dispatched a detachment of light cavalry in pursuit, while personally leading the main body of his own forces to follow close behind. Han forces pursued the fleeing chanyu relentlessly, all through the night until dawn, covering more than 200 li in the process — but never managed to locate the chanyu himself. As a poem of the era describes this very scene: “Beneath a moonless sky, wild geese take flight on high; under cover of darkness, the chanyu makes his escape. Eager to give pursuit with our own light cavalry, we find our blades instead caked thick with driving snow.” This poem captures precisely the scene as it unfolded that night. By this point, the remaining Xiongnu forces had already scattered and collapsed entirely; Han forces killed more than 10,000 of them in the ensuing pursuit. Wei Qing’s own forces pursued the fleeing Xiongnu all the way to Tianyan Mountain (a southern spur of present-day Khangai Mountains, Mongolia) and the town of Zhaoxin, capturing substantial stores of grain and other military supplies the Xiongnu had stockpiled there, replenishing his own army’s own supplies as a result. Wei Qing’s forces remained in the area for a single day, before setting fire to the remaining military supplies and to the town of Zhaoxin itself, and then withdrew in triumph, their campaign a resounding success.

(2) Li Guang’s Flanking Column Loses Its Way

Li Guang and Zhao Yiji, the commanders of the eastern flanking column, lost their own way over the course of their advance, and failed to reach the Mobei region as originally scheduled; it was not until Wei Qing’s own forces were already on their way back south, passing through the Monan region, that they finally encountered Li Guang’s own delayed column there. Wei Qing, hoping to spare this elderly and distinguished general any undue embarrassment, chose his own words with considerable tact and delicacy, ordering his own chief clerk to formally question Li Guang and his fellow officers regarding the reasons for their own delayed arrival, while Li Guang himself remained waiting in the Monan region for the main body of Wei Qing’s own forces to arrive. Li Guang, reflecting on his own long and distinguished career fighting against the Xiongnu, now met with this final, bitter failure, could not help but wonder whether this outcome, too, was not perhaps simply the will of Heaven itself; he addressed his own assembled officers, saying: “I have fought against the Xiongnu throughout my own life, engaging in more than seventy separate battles, large and small alike. This time, I had the great fortune to accompany the General-in-Chief on this campaign against the chanyu’s own main force — and yet the General-in-Chief saw fit to reassign my own troops elsewhere at the last moment, ordering me instead to take a circuitous route around the enemy’s own flank; in the course of this advance, I lost my own way, and thereby failed to arrive in time for the decisive engagement. Is this not, perhaps, simply the will of Heaven itself? I am, by this point, already more than sixty years of age, and can no longer bear to submit myself to the judgment and interrogation of petty legal officials and clerks.” Having spoken these words, Li Guang drew his own sword and took his own life. The “Biography of General Li” chapter of the Records of the Grand Historian offers a genuinely vivid and moving account of the profound grief that swept through the army following Li Guang’s own suicide: “Every officer and soldier of General Li’s own army wept openly at the news. And when the common people, too, heard of his death, all who had known him — and even many who had not — whether young or old, were moved to tears.” This account vividly and movingly captures the deep and genuine affection and admiration the common people held for this celebrated general, who had spent his entire life fighting against the Xiongnu threat.

(3) Huo Qubing Advances from Dai Commandery and Annihilates the Forces of the King of the Left

Huo Qubing, the Cavalry General, seeking to conduct his own campaign against the Xiongnu with the greatest possible effectiveness, carefully selected a number of deputy commanders for his own campaign, including Zhao Puonu, Marquis Congpiao; An Ji, Marquis Changwu; Xing Shan, Commandant of Beidi; and Li Gan, a colonel — and further enlisted Fu Luzhi and Yi Jixuan, two former Xiongnu nobles who had earlier surrendered to Han and been granted the title “Marquis of Righteous Submission,” to serve as guides for his own column, responsible for managing logistical support, locating water sources, and identifying suitable grazing land along the route of march.

Huo Qubing led his own forces out from Dai commandery, advancing northward, crossing more than 2,000 li of utterly desolate, uninhabited desert terrain, and encountered the forces of the Xiongnu King of the Left there. Huo Qubing’s forces launched a fierce, sudden assault against the King of the Left’s own army, decisively routing it; the King of the Left himself, together with a handful of his own most trusted officers, abandoned his own forces and fled the battlefield. Huo Qubing pressed his own pursuit relentlessly, chasing the fleeing King of the Left all the way to Langjuxu Mountain (east of present-day Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia), where his own forces killed Bichequi, King of the Xiongnu, and captured and killed the King of Tuntou and the King of Han, together with a further three Xiongnu nobles, taking captive or killing eighty-three further Xiongnu officials, including generals, chancellors, magistrates, and commandants, and capturing or killing a combined total of 70,443 Xiongnu officers and soldiers — effectively annihilating the entirety of the King of the Left’s own army in the process. Having successfully annihilated the forces of the King of the Left, Huo Qubing, seeking to commemorate this truly momentous victory, constructed a memorial platform atop Langjuxu Mountain; at the same time, at the foot of Guyan Mountain (east of present-day Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia), he constructed a sacrificial altar dedicated to Heaven, where he had his own officers and soldiers raise torches aloft, offering formal sacrifice to Heaven and earth, so as to console the souls of those who had bravely given their own lives in the campaign; the triumphant cheers of his own victorious troops echoed forth, resounding through the very heavens themselves. Huo Qubing’s own forces, laden with the glory of their own hard-won victory, returned home in triumph. With this, the truly earth-shaking, momentous Battle of the Mobei Desert, fought between Han and Xiongnu forces, at last came to its final and complete conclusion.

Once Chanyu Yizhixie had broken free of the Han encirclement, he led several hundred of his own personal guard in a desperate, disorganized flight; for more than ten days afterward, the ruling clique of the Xiongnu confederation found itself entirely unable to locate the chanyu’s own whereabouts, and the Xiongnu King of the Right Valley, during this period, proclaimed himself the new chanyu in his stead. Before long, however, Chanyu Yizhixie succeeded in reuniting with the scattered remnants of his own forces, and the King of the Right Valley was accordingly forced to abandon his own self-proclaimed title once again. Emperor Wu of Han expressed extraordinary satisfaction with this decisive Han victory in the Mobei campaign. In recognition of the truly outstanding accomplishments of both Wei Qing and Huo Qubing, the Western Han dynasty formally established the office of Grand Marshal (Da Sima), conferring this title upon both Wei Qing and Huo Qubing simultaneously — a position ranking immediately below that of Chancellor, and standing as the very highest military office within the entire Han administrative system. Emperor Wu held Huo Qubing’s own accomplishments in especially high regard, decreeing that Huo Qubing’s own official rank and stipend be set equal to that of Wei Qing himself, and further issuing an imperial edict formally enumerating and commending Huo Qubing’s many meritorious achievements. Emperor Wu also had a fine residence constructed for Huo Qubing; when Emperor Wu once asked Huo Qubing whether he found this residence satisfactory, Huo Qubing replied: “So long as the Xiongnu threat remains unresolved, I have no need of a private residence of my own.” This response left Emperor Wu even more deeply convinced that Huo Qubing was, indeed, a genuinely loyal, courageous, and incorruptible military commander of exceptional character. Tragically, this remarkable young general, a mere twenty-four years of age, passed away from illness in September of 117 BC (the sixth year of the Yuanshou reign period) — a mere three years after his own great triumph in the Mobei campaign. Officials and commoners alike were plunged into profound grief at the news of Huo Qubing’s death. Emperor Wu personally arranged an extraordinarily solemn and dignified funeral ceremony in his honor, mobilizing armored troops from the five border commanderies to form an honor guard for the funeral procession, which stretched, in an unbroken line, from Chang’an all the way to Huo Qubing’s own tomb at Maoling, in present-day Xingping county, Shaanxi province — a distance of more than 100 li. Amid an atmosphere of solemn and profound reverence, this formidable and celebrated general was laid to rest at last. The massive stone stele marking “The Tomb of Huo, Marquis of Guannei, Grand Marshal and Cavalry General of the Han Dynasty” still stands today, at the site of this imperial mausoleum. General-in-Chief Wei Qing, for his own part, having failed to completely annihilate the chanyu’s own forces, received no further additional honors or titles from the emperor.



III. Commentary

The Han-Xiongnu Battle of the Mobei Desert stands as the very pinnacle of Emperor Wu of Han’s own broader strategic offensive against the Xiongnu confederation, and stands, too, as the decisive, climactic engagement in which Chanyu Yizhixie of the Xiongnu staked everything on a single, all-or-nothing confrontation with the Western Han dynasty. The Western Han dynasty’s decisive victory in the Battle of the Mobei Desert put an end to the brutal and predatory raids the Xiongnu slaveholding ruling clique had long conducted against the Han frontier, stabilized the vast expanse of China’s own northern border regions, accelerated the further unification and development of China’s own northern territories, and carried genuinely profound and far-reaching historical significance for the continued development of the Han dynasty and, indeed, for the broader development of ancient China as a whole. In the Battle of the Mobei Desert, Han forces operated under clear and well-defined strategic guidance, with thorough advance preparation; infantry forces provided essential logistical support, while cavalry forces conducted the decisive strikes themselves, making full use of the considerable speed, mobility, and striking power that massed cavalry formations could bring to bear, catching the enemy entirely by surprise, boldly penetrating deep into hostile territory, and delivering a devastating blow against an adversary who had never anticipated so long-range and audacious a strike. For so massive a force of heavily armed cavalry to successfully traverse such vast expanses of desert terrain, advancing more than a thousand li while maintaining proper battle formation throughout, and, with a numerically comparable or even inferior force, to nevertheless annihilate and decisively defeat an adversary who had, until then, remained comfortably rested while awaiting the exhaustion of the advancing Han army, stands as a genuinely rare and remarkable military achievement. This victory not only reflects the extraordinary strategic vision and bold decisiveness of Emperor Wu of Han himself, but also reflects the truly outstanding military command ability displayed by Han generals such as Huo Qubing and Wei Qing over the course of the campaign. It offers, moreover, a genuinely compelling rebuttal to the commonly held scholarly assumption that agricultural civilizations were somehow inherently incapable of matching nomadic peoples such as the Xiongnu in purely military terms.

(1) Sound Strategic Decision-Making Formed the Essential Precondition for Ultimate Victory

Having already secured decisive victories in the three great campaigns of Henan, Monan, and Hexi, Emperor Wu of Han seized upon the opportune moment presented by the Xiongnu’s own right-flank forces having suffered such devastating losses, with Han military strength and morale alike at their very peak, and, drawing on the practical operational experience Han forces had accumulated through repeated past campaigns employing massed cavalry formations for long-range strikes and flanking maneuvers, exploited the psychological complacency that had taken hold among the Xiongnu leadership following their own relocation of the royal court further north — a complacency rooted in their own mistaken belief that Han forces would never dare venture so deep into the Mobei desert region. Emperor Wu accordingly resolved to strike suddenly and without warning, catching the enemy entirely unprepared — placing particular emphasis, in light of the Xiongnu’s own characteristic mobility and considerable operational flexibility, on the systematic development of tactics built around long-range cavalry strikes and broad flanking maneuvers by massed cavalry formations. He boldly formulated a strategic plan calling for a long-range strike deep into the Mobei desert region, sweeping through the very heart of Xiongnu territory in search of the main strength of the Xiongnu confederation itself, swiftly organizing two separate great armies to advance along both the eastern and western routes simultaneously, launching a sudden northward offensive that Xiongnu forces, despite their own considerable preparations, had never genuinely anticipated, catching them completely off guard and unable to respond effectively, and thereby securing a truly decisive victory in the campaign. It may fairly be said, then, that the decisive Han victory in the Mobei campaign stands as a direct and unmistakable triumph of Emperor Wu of Han’s own sound and far-sighted strategic decision-making.

(2) Thorough Operational Preparation Provided the Essential Guarantee of Ultimate Victory

Han forces conducted extraordinarily thorough preparations before the campaign began. Beyond mobilizing the most elite cavalry forces and the most outstanding military commanders from across the entire empire to take part in the campaign, Han forces also mobilized vast numbers of horses and infantry troops to transport the grain, provisions, and equipment the campaign would require, so as to resolve the considerable logistical challenges inherent in conducting military operations across so vast a distance. Han forces mobilized “140,000 privately contributed horses” to accompany the army and provide logistical support — horses that served simultaneously as pack animals for transporting supplies and as reserve mounts for the cavalry, with their meat, moreover, available for use as emergency military rations should the need ever arise. The several hundred thousand infantry troops mobilized to transport military supplies served not merely as a mobile supply and logistical base accompanying the army, but also as a forward staging base for the cavalry formations themselves, providing them with essential logistical support during their own advance and a place of refuge to fall back upon during any eventual withdrawal. As Han forces advanced northward, Zhao Xin, the Han general who had earlier defected to the Xiongnu side, had once advised the chanyu that “the moment Han forces cross the Mobei desert, both men and horses alike will inevitably be left utterly exhausted, and the Xiongnu will then be able to simply sit back and capture them with ease.” Having heard this particular assessment, the chanyu committed only a portion of his own available strength to await the Han advance within the Mobei region itself, and, moreover, failed to adequately prepare himself — psychologically or materially — for the very real possibility that Han forces might prove considerably better prepared than he had anticipated. The chanyu never genuinely anticipated that Han forces had, in fact, already made thorough preparations for crossing the Mobei desert successfully, nor that the massed Han cavalry formations would advance with such relentless speed, sustaining continuous combat operations throughout their own advance — circumstances that ultimately led directly to the Xiongnu’s own catastrophic and decisive defeat.

(3) Flexible and Skillful Tactical Command Was the Crucial Key to Ultimate Victory

Over the course of the campaign, the Han commanders in the field displayed both remarkable boldness and remarkable tactical flexibility alike, exercising genuinely skillful and effective command throughout. Han commanders demonstrated truly outstanding command ability, making full and effective use of the mobility and striking power inherent to cavalry warfare, proving willing not merely to press boldly deep into hostile enemy territory but also skillfully employing broad flanking maneuvers to outmaneuver their adversary. Wei Qing, in particular, upon encountering the main strength of the chanyu’s own forces, skillfully employed an innovative new tactical approach, combining a defensive perimeter formed from armored supply wagons with closely coordinated cavalry operations — first making use of the defensive characteristics inherent to a wagon-based fortification to quickly establish an effective defensive position, thereby placing his own forces in a fundamentally secure and unassailable position from the very outset, before then making full use of the swift, mobile striking power inherent to cavalry forces, first conducting a probing assault to identify weaknesses in the enemy’s own dispositions, and then committing the main body of his own forces to a broad flanking maneuver, encircling the enemy’s own forces from both flanks simultaneously. This particular approach made full and effective use of both the rapid, mobile offensive capability inherent to cavalry forces and the considerable defensive advantages afforded by wagon-based fortification, successfully integrating offense and defense into a single, unified whole, and, through this combined approach, succeeded in routing the main strength of the chanyu’s own forces in a single, decisive stroke — a vivid demonstration of Wei Qing’s own truly outstanding command ability at the campaign level. Compared with their Han adversaries, the Xiongnu forces deployed within the Mobei region were clearly placed at a considerable disadvantage; the forces of the King of the Left, subjected to a fierce Han assault, found themselves entirely unable to come to the chanyu’s own relief, leaving the Xiongnu confederation as a whole possessing considerable nominal strength on paper, yet lacking genuine, effective coordination in actual practice — a state of affairs that amounted, in practice, to having no genuine preparation at all, and one that ultimately left Xiongnu forces vulnerable to being defeated piecemeal, one force at a time.

(4) A Tenacious and Resolute Fighting Spirit Formed the Essential Foundation for Ultimate Victory

Conducting military operations so deep within the Mobei desert region, far to the north, genuinely posed a great many unexpected and formidable challenges for Han forces to overcome. The Mobei desert stretched for a thousand li in every direction, an inhospitable expanse largely devoid of water and vegetation, where even birds found it difficult to survive, and where human settlement remained essentially nonexistent — conditions so forbidding that even the Xiongnu themselves regarded venturing into this desert region as a genuinely perilous and dangerous undertaking. Had Han forces not possessed the extraordinary courage and skill in battle, the unwavering resolve to endure hunger and thirst without complaint, and the tenacious determination to face death itself without hesitation that they, in fact, displayed throughout this campaign, achieving ultimate victory would simply have proven impossible. Li Guang, the celebrated Han general in particular, though he had spent his entire life fighting courageously on behalf of the nation, achieving countless meritorious accomplishments over the course of his long career, ultimately found himself unable to forgive himself for a single lapse late in his career, and chose to take his own life rather than live with this final failure. This particular national spirit of unwavering resolve in the face of death itself remains, even today, a shining and enduring example for later generations to admire and emulate.







Chapter 33: The Battle of Red Cliffs (July 208 – December 209)

The Battle of Red Cliffs stands as the celebrated, decisive strategic engagement in which the combined forces of Sun Quan and Liu Bei inflicted a crushing defeat on the army of Cao Cao at Red Cliffs (Chibi), along the Yangtze River (located northwest of present-day Puqi, Hubei province, though some accounts place it instead northeast of present-day Jiayu) — a battle that laid the essential foundation for the subsequent tripartite division of China into the Three Kingdoms. This battle began in July of 208 AD (the thirteenth year of the Jian’an reign period of Emperor Xian of the Eastern Han dynasty) and concluded in December of 209 AD, lasting nearly a year and a half in all. Cao Cao’s forces committed more than 200,000 troops to the campaign, though he himself boasted of commanding an army 800,000 strong; the combined Sun-Liu allied forces committed more than 50,000 troops. In this engagement, Cao Cao’s army suffered catastrophic losses, more than half his own forces destroyed, and was forced into a humiliating retreat — an outcome that marked the definitive end of the chaotic warlord struggles that had, until then, characterized the era, and ushered in the initial formative stage of the Three Kingdoms period. Mao Zedong himself held this particular battle case in extraordinarily high regard, referencing it directly in his own work “Problems of Strategy in China’s Revolutionary War.” This battle case remains one the high- and mid-level commanders of our own armed forces cannot afford to overlook.


I. Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

In 200 AD, Cao Cao decisively defeated Yuan Shao at the Battle of Guandu, securing control over the eight provinces of You, Ji, Qing, Bing, Yan, Yu, Xu, and Sili (the region around present-day Luoyang, Henan province), thereby establishing an overwhelmingly dominant position over the entirety of the Central Plains region. He subsequently led his own forces to pacify the Wuhuan tribal confederation in the Liaodong region, thereby unifying the whole of northern China under his own rule. And yet, for a man of Cao Cao’s own famously boundless ambition — a man who had once declared, in his own celebrated poetry, that “mountains never tire of height, nor the seas of depth; as the Duke of Zhou once paused mid-meal to receive worthy guests, so too does the realm’s true heart turn toward me” — the unification of northern China alone represented merely the first step toward a far grander ambition. His true goal was nothing less than the complete elimination of every remaining regional warlord power, and the realization of his own cherished dream of “unifying the realm under a single rule.” He accordingly began actively preparing for a military campaign against the southern regions, constructing a facility at Ye City (southwest of present-day Linzhang, Hebei province) dedicated to training naval forces on the Xuanwu Lake there, and dispatching an envoy to Liangzhou (present-day Gansu province) to confer the title of Commandant of the Guards upon Ma Teng, so as to win him over and thereby eliminate any potential threat to his own rear flank once his southern campaign had begun. Once these preparations had all been completed, Cao Cao sounded the drums of war and mobilized his own massive army, advancing southward in an overwhelming, unstoppable wave.

At the time, two principal regional powers held sway in the south. The first was the regime of Sun Quan, based in the Eastern Wu region, whose rule had, by this point, already passed through three successive generations of the Sun family. Sun Quan had inherited the foundation his own father and elder brother had established before him, controlling the six commanderies of the Yangzhou region. This particular territory possessed fertile land and abundant natural resources, and had, by this point, experienced comparatively little of the warfare and unrest that had plagued so much of the rest of the realm; the southward migration of northern populations fleeing the chaos further north had, moreover, brought with it considerably more advanced production techniques, allowing the economy of the Eastern Wu region to develop and flourish considerably. Militarily, Sun Quan commanded a force of several tens of thousands of elite troops, together with such celebrated generals as Zhou Yu, Cheng Pu, and Huang Gai; his own internal governance remained unified and stable, and, combined with the formidable natural defensive barrier the Yangtze River itself provided, Sun Quan’s own regime stood as the single most significant obstacle standing in the way of Cao Cao’s own ambition to unify the entire realm under his own rule.

The second major regional power in the south was the regime of Liu Biao, based in Jingzhou. Liu Biao was himself a distant relative of the ruling Han imperial house. He had, in the final years of Han rule, achieved a certain degree of personal reputation and standing, but possessed only limited genuine political talent, proved indecisive and weak in handling affairs of state, and, compounded by his own advancing age and declining health, had accomplished comparatively little of substance during his own tenure, adopting, for the most part, a fundamentally passive policy of simply maintaining the existing status quo. Within Jingzhou itself, moreover, Liu Biao’s own sons, Liu Qi and Liu Cong, had become locked in a bitter and increasingly acrimonious struggle over the question of succession — leaving Liu Biao’s own regime considerably weakened and unstable as a result.

As for Liu Bei, at this particular time, he had not yet succeeded in establishing any stable territorial base of his own. Having originally aligned himself with Yuan Shao, Liu Bei, following Yuan Shao’s own defeat at the Battle of Guandu, had subsequently sought refuge with Liu Biao instead. Liu Biao assigned Liu Bei to garrison the region of Xinye and Fancheng, tasking him with serving as a buffer against any potential southward advance by Cao Cao’s own forces. Although Liu Bei’s own military strength remained comparatively modest at this stage, his own ambitions were, by no means, correspondingly modest — widely known by his own nickname, “the Hero,” Liu Bei remained genuinely determined to “restore the Han dynasty” to its former glory, and accordingly made active use of this particular opportunity to reorganize and strengthen his own military forces, recruiting talented individuals to his own cause and steadily expanding his own strength, patiently awaiting a favorable opportunity to establish an independent power base of his own. By this point, Liu Bei had already gathered around himself such formidable strategists and generals as Zhuge Liang, Guan Yu, Zhang Fei, and Zhao Yun — making him, too, a genuinely significant obstacle standing in the way of Cao Cao’s own broader ambition to unify the realm under his own rule.

Cao Cao’s Strategic Plan: Cao Cao planned to first eliminate Liu Biao’s own regime in Jingzhou, pursuing and eliminating Liu Bei at Fankou, before then advancing eastward along the Yangtze River to strike a decisive blow against Sun Quan, thereby unifying the entire realm under his own rule.

The Sun-Liu Allied Forces’ Defensive Plan: In light of Cao Cao’s own overwhelming numerical superiority and the considerable disparity in strength between the two sides, Sun Quan and Liu Bei resolved to join forces in a combined effort to resist Cao Cao’s advance, seeking to exploit the considerable exhaustion Cao Cao’s own forces would inevitably suffer over the course of such a long campaign, their own unfamiliarity with the local climate and terrain, and their own general lack of experience in naval warfare, so as to check Cao Cao’s advance north of the Yangtze River.

Cao Cao’s Operational Deployment: Cao Cao left garrison forces to hold the strategically important positions of Jiangling (present-day Jiangling, Hubei province), Xiangyang, and Fancheng, while personally leading the main body of his own forces eastward along the Han River and the Yangtze, where he encountered the combined Sun-Liu allied forces at Red Cliffs. Having suffered a setback in this initial engagement, Cao Cao withdrew his own forces to Wulin (within present-day Hongze county, Hubei province), on the northern bank of the Yangtze, where the two sides settled into a standoff, facing one another across the river.

The Sun-Liu Allied Forces’ Operational Deployment: Sun Quan appointed Zhou Yu and Cheng Pu as his own left and right commanders-in-chief respectively, with Lu Su serving as Assistant Army Colonel, leading a combined force of 30,000 elite naval troops, joining forces with Liu Bei’s own army, roughly 50,000 strong in total, and advancing to Xiakou. The combined Sun-Liu allied forces then advanced upstream along the Yangtze from Xiakou, encountering Cao Cao’s own forces at Red Cliffs.

Order of Battle for Both Sides

Cao Cao’s Army




	Commander
	Cao Cao, Han Chancellor





	Generals
	Xun You, Military Advisor



	
	Chen Jiao, Chief Clerk



	
	Jia Xu, Grand Master of the Palace



	
	Dong Zhao, Chancellor’s Libationer



	
	Xu Xuan, Chen Qun, Chancellor’s East-West Bureau Officers



	
	Advisors: Hua Xin, Xi Qian, Wang Lang, Liu Guang, He Qia, Huan Jie



	
	Xu Chu, Tiger Cavalry Palace Guard



	
	Cao Zhen, Dragon Cavalry Palace Guard



	
	Cao Xiu, Leopard Cavalry Palace Guard



	
	Cai Mao, Navy Commander



	
	Zhang Yun, Navy Deputy Commander



	
	Man Chong, General Who Inspires Might



	
	Xu Huang, General Who Dominates the Wilds



	
	Ren Jun, Colonel of Changshui





Cao Cao’s Northern Army, Setting Out from the Han River




	Zhao Yan, Commander Protecting the Seven Armies





	Cheng Yu, General Who Inspires Might



	Du Xi and Yuan Huan, Chancellor’s Libationers



	Yu Jin, General of Tiger Might (First Army)



	Zhang Liao, General Who Sweeps Away Bandits (Second Army)



	Zhang He, General Who Pacifies the Di (Third Army)



	Zhu Ling, General Who Pacifies the Caitiffs (Fourth Army)



	Yue Jin, General Who Repels Enemy Charges (Fifth Army)



	Lu Zhao, General Who Displays Might (Sixth Army)



	Feng Kai, General Who Inspires Might (Seventh Army)



	Wen Ping, General Who Chastises Rebels (Naval Vanguard)





Beyond these, further commanders included Cao Ren, General Conquering the South; Li Tong; Cao Hong, General of Fierce Vanguard; and Xiahou Yuan, Supervisor of Military Grain Transport, among others.

Total Strength: Roughly 230,000

Sun Quan–Liu Bei Allied Forces

Sun Quan’s Army








	Commander
	Zhou Yu, Left Commander-in-Chief





	Generals
	Cheng Pu, Right Commander-in-Chief



	
	Lu Su, Assistant Army Colonel



	
	Gan Ning



	
	Lü Meng, Household General Who Dominates the Wilds



	
	Han Dang, Household General



	
	Huang Gai, Vanguard Commandant



	
	Ling Tong, Left Guard Commandant



	
	Sun Kuang, Right Guard Colonel of Changshui



	
	Quan Cong, Colonel Who Inspires Might



	
	Lü Dai, Army-Supervising Colonel



	
	Zhou Tai, Magistrate of Yichun



	
	Hu Zong, Magistrate of Echeng



	Land Force Generals
	Sun Ben, General Who Conquers Caitiffs



	
	Lu Xun, Colonel Who Extends Might



	
	Pan Zhang, Colonel of Martial Ferocity



	Transport Commander-in-Chief
	Zhu Zhi, General Who Upholds Righteousness



	Transport Deputy Commander
	Lü Fan, Assistant General





Total Strength: More than 30,000

Liu Bei’s Army




	Commander
	Liu Bei, Governor of Yuzhou





	Military Advisor
	Zhuge Liang



	Generals
	Guan Yu



	
	Zhang Fei



	
	Zhao Yun



	
	Liu Qi, Governor of Jiangxia





Total Strength: More than 20,000



II. The Course of the Campaign

(1) Cao Cao Seizes Jingzhou (July–August, 208)

In July of 208 AD (the thirteenth year of the Jian’an reign period), Cao Cao led an army more than 100,000 strong southward. His first strategic objective was Jingzhou (within present-day Xiangfan, Hubei province). Jingzhou possessed abundant natural resources, and, situated along the middle reaches of the Yangtze River, occupied a position of crucial strategic importance as a transportation hub connecting north and south — a position of enduring strategic contention throughout Chinese military history. Controlling Jingzhou would allow Cao Cao to secure control over the Hubei and Hunan regions, while simultaneously opening the way for a subsequent advance downstream to strike at Eastern Wu from the flank; alternatively, an advance westward from Jingzhou would open the way to seize the wealthy and prosperous region of Yizhou (present-day Sichuan province) as well. Cao Cao directed part of his own forces to advance toward Ye county and Wan City (present-day Nanyang, Henan province), so as to pin down Liu Biao’s own forces there, while the main body of his own army advanced directly toward Xinye, with its spearhead directed squarely at Jingzhou and Fancheng. In August, Liu Biao died of illness, and his younger son, Liu Cong, succeeded him as Governor of Jingzhou. By the time Cao Cao’s forces reached Xinye, Liu Cong had already surrendered without offering any resistance whatsoever. On learning of Liu Cong’s surrender, Liu Bei hastily led his own forces in a withdrawal toward Jiangling (within present-day Jingsha, Hubei province), a strategically vital stronghold. More than 100,000 civilian refugees, together with a great quantity of supplies and equipment, accompanied Liu Bei in this withdrawal, and his own army’s pace of advance was, as a result, limited to a mere ten-odd li per day. Liu Bei’s own subordinates urged him to abandon these accompanying civilians, so as to advance more swiftly and secure control of Jiangling before Cao Cao’s own forces could arrive there first. But Liu Bei replied: “To accomplish any great undertaking, one must place the people themselves at the very foundation of one’s own efforts. These common people are willing to follow me now — how, then, could I possibly bring myself to abandon them to their own fate?” And yet, given the genuinely urgent nature of the situation, Liu Bei ultimately resolved to dispatch Guan Yu, with a force of 10,000 troops, to travel ahead by boat to Jiangling, so as to arrive there first and await the main body of Liu Bei’s own forces. Jiangling served as a crucial logistical supply base, rich in both troops and equipment, and Cao Cao naturally had no intention whatsoever of allowing this strategically vital position to fall into Liu Bei’s own hands. Cao Cao accordingly personally led a force of 5,000 light cavalry, advancing at a punishing pace of 300 li per day and night, in urgent pursuit of Liu Bei’s own comparatively slow-moving column. When Liu Bei’s own forces, together with the civilian refugees accompanying them, reached Changban (east of present-day Dangyang, Hubei province), Cao Cao’s own cavalry caught up with them from behind. Liu Bei’s own forces, caught entirely unprepared, hastily attempted to mount a defense, but were decisively and catastrophically defeated. With this, Liu Bei had no choice but to abandon his own original plan of withdrawing to Jiangling, and, moreover, could no longer afford to concern himself with the fate of the civilian refugees who had, until then, accompanied him. He abandoned all of his own remaining supplies and equipment, and, together with Zhuge Liang, Zhang Fei, Zhao Yun, and several dozen further companions, changed course, withdrawing instead toward the Han River. So as to check the pursuing Cao Cao forces, Liu Bei ordered Zhang Fei to remain behind with a rearguard of twenty cavalry, so as to cover the withdrawal of the main party. Once Liu Bei, Zhuge Liang, and the rest of the party had safely crossed Changban Bridge, Zhang Fei immediately ordered the bridge itself destroyed. He then stood his ground, eyes wide with fury, brandishing his own spear horizontally, his horse planted firmly at the water’s edge, and shouted a challenge to the approaching Cao Cao forces: “I am Zhang Fei! Come, then — let us settle this, life or death!” Cao Cao’s own soldiers, having already heard tell of Zhang Fei’s own formidable reputation for courage, found themselves genuinely uncertain of the true situation they now faced, and, glancing uneasily at one another, none among them dared to press forward rashly. In this way, Liu Bei and his companions succeeded in making good their own escape. Liu Bei, together with Zhuge Liang, Zhang Fei, Zhao Yun, and several dozen further cavalry, broke free of the encirclement, and, after joining forces once again with Guan Yu, Liu Qi, and their own respective troops, withdrew to hold the southern bank of the Yangtze at Fankou (northwest of present-day Echeng, Hubei province). Cao Cao, meanwhile, continued his own advance southward, occupying Jiangling, and appointed Liu Cong as Inspector of Qingzhou, while Wen Ping, a former general who had once served Liu Biao, was appointed Governor of Jiangxia. Having secured control over Jingzhou with such remarkable ease, gaining more than 80,000 surrendered troops, more than 1,000 warships, and vast quantities of further military supplies in the process, Cao Cao’s own overall strength grew considerably, leaving him increasingly complacent and overconfident, dismissive of his adversaries, and eager to press his advantage, advancing downstream along the Yangtze so as to seize control of the entire river valley and thereby eliminate Sun Quan’s own regime once and for all. Although Jia Xu, one of Cao Cao’s own advisors, counseled him to instead make full use of Jingzhou’s own abundant resources, allowing his own troops to rest and recover their strength, consolidating his own newly won territory there, before then using his own now-overwhelming strength to compel Sun Quan’s own submission, Cao Cao paid this sound advice no heed whatsoever, remaining firmly committed to his own original plan.

(2) Sun Quan and Liu Bei Join Forces to Resist Cao Cao (September, 208)

Even before Liu Biao’s own death from illness, Lu Su, a political strategist serving Sun Quan, had already advised his own lord: “Jingzhou lies directly along our own border, its terrain strategically vital, its land fertile, and its people prosperous. Should we succeed in gaining control of it, we would possess the very foundation needed to establish genuine imperial rule over the realm. At present, with Liu Biao having only just died, his two sons remain locked in bitter discord, and his own subordinates, too, harbor divided loyalties and competing ambitions. Liu Bei himself is a genuinely remarkable and capable figure, and, moreover, harbors his own longstanding grievance against Cao Cao. Should Liu Bei and Liu Biao’s own former subordinates succeed in working together in genuine harmony, we ought to seek an alliance with them, forming a united front together. Should they instead prove unable to achieve genuine unity among themselves, we ought instead to consider alternative means of dealing with the situation.” Lu Su further observed: “This matter cannot be allowed to drag on any further. Should we fail to act swiftly, I fear Cao Cao himself may well seize the initiative ahead of us.” Accordingly, once Liu Biao had died, Sun Quan dispatched Lu Su to Jingzhou to assess the situation there directly, with the following objective in mind: should Liu Bei and Liu Biao’s own sons prove able to cooperate effectively, Sun Quan would ally himself with them in a joint effort to resist Cao Cao; otherwise, Sun Quan would instead seek to exploit the divisions among them, seizing control of Jingzhou for himself before Cao Cao could do so. By the time Lu Su reached Jiangling, Liu Cong had, in fact, already surrendered to Cao Cao, and Liu Bei was, at that very moment, in the midst of his own withdrawal southward. The two men held a formal meeting at Changban, where Liu Bei accepted Lu Su’s proposal of a joint alliance with Sun Quan against Cao Cao, and resolved to dispatch Zhuge Liang, together with Lu Su, to travel to Chaisang (southwest of present-day Jiujiang, Jiangxi province) to meet with Sun Quan directly. At the time, Sun Quan, too, remained genuinely reluctant to submit “the whole of Wu’s own territory, together with an army 100,000 strong,” to Cao Cao’s own authority — and yet he nevertheless harbored certain lingering doubts regarding the true strength of Liu Bei’s own forces, and remained understandably apprehensive about the sheer scale of Cao Cao’s own military might. Zhuge Liang, seeking to firmly resolve Sun Quan’s own lingering hesitation and strengthen his resolve to resist Cao Cao, offered the following careful analysis of the overall situation: “Although Liu Bei has, indeed, only recently suffered a military setback at Changban, he nevertheless still commands a naval and land force totaling more than 20,000 men. Although Cao Cao’s own forces are, indeed, numerically superior, they have, by this point, endured a long and grueling march, and have been engaged in continuous combat operations throughout — leaving them thoroughly exhausted, much like an arrow shot from a longbow that has already traveled to the very limit of its own range, one that can no longer even penetrate a thin sheet of the finest silk. What is more, the great majority of Cao Cao’s own troops hail from the north, and remain thoroughly unaccustomed to naval warfare; and Jingzhou itself, moreover, is a territory only recently brought under Cao Cao’s own control, its own population still far from genuinely reconciled to his rule. Under these circumstances, so long as you and Liu Bei together resolve to work in genuine unity and close cooperation with one another, I am confident that we shall together succeed in decisively defeating Cao Cao’s own forces, thereby laying the essential foundation for a genuine tripartite division of the realm.” Sun Quan found this remarkably astute analysis genuinely and thoroughly convincing, and it firmly resolved his own lingering hesitation, strengthening his own determination to join forces with Liu Bei in resisting Cao Cao once and for all.

And yet, at the time, a considerable faction within the Eastern Wu court itself remained genuinely opposed to armed resistance, advocating instead for outright surrender to Cao Cao. Zhang Zhao, Sun Quan’s own Chief Clerk, together with a number of like-minded officials, found themselves genuinely cowed by the sheer scale of Cao Cao’s own military might, believing that Cao Cao, having “seized control of the emperor’s own person so as to issue commands in his name to the various regional lords of the realm,” and now commanding an overwhelming numerical superiority in troops, further emboldened by his own recent conquest of Jingzhou, had, by this point, become an altogether unstoppable force. Given the overwhelming disparity in strength between the two sides, Zhang Zhao and his fellow officials argued, Eastern Wu stood little genuine chance of successfully resisting Cao Cao’s advance, and would be far better served by submitting to his authority sooner rather than later. Zhang Zhao himself was a genuinely senior and influential figure within the Eastern Wu court, and his own advocacy of this particular position left Sun Quan caught in a state of considerable inner conflict and hesitation. It was at this critical juncture that Lu Su privately and urgently advised Sun Quan to recall Zhou Yu, then serving as Eastern Wu’s own military commander stationed at Poyang, so as to consult with him directly on the matter.

Zhou Yu, having received Sun Quan’s own summons, hurried back from Poyang to Chaisang, where he, too, firmly advocated resolute armed resistance against Cao Cao. He argued that, although Cao Cao had, by this point, indeed succeeded in unifying the whole of northern China under his own rule, his own rear areas nevertheless remained far from genuinely secure and stable — the continued independent, semi-autonomous rule Ma Chao and Han Sui maintained over the region of Liangzhou, in particular, posed a genuine and potentially serious threat to Cao Cao’s own rear flank. Cao Cao, moreover, was choosing to abandon his own forces’ particular strength in cavalry warfare, in which they excelled, in favor of contesting Eastern Wu’s own forces instead on the naval battlefield, where Eastern Wu itself held the clear and decisive advantage — a fundamentally unfavorable trade for Cao Cao to make. Compounding this further, the campaign was, at this point, taking place in the depths of early winter, and Cao Cao’s own horses, lacking adequate fodder, together with his own troops, unaccustomed to the unfamiliar climate of the south, would inevitably fall prey to disease and illness in considerable numbers. All of these various factors, Zhou Yu argued, represented fundamental and elementary military considerations that any competent commander ought to have anticipated — and Cao Cao’s own reckless decision to press forward regardless, advancing eastward without due care or caution, would, Zhou Yu predicted with genuine confidence, inevitably end in his own decisive defeat. Zhou Yu then went on to offer a further, detailed analysis of Cao Cao’s own actual troop strength, observing that Cao Cao’s own core forces from the Central Plains region numbered no more than 150,000 or 160,000 men at most, and that these troops, too, remained considerably fatigued and worn down from their own long campaign; the surrendered troops from Jingzhou, meanwhile, numbered at most seven or eight tens of thousands, and these troops, moreover, remained genuinely apprehensive and uncertain of their own new circumstances, their morale correspondingly low. An army of this character, Zhou Yu argued, though considerable in raw numerical terms, posed, in reality, no genuine cause for excessive alarm — a mere 50,000 elite Eastern Wu troops, properly employed, would prove more than sufficient to defeat it decisively. Zhou Yu’s own thorough and penetrating analysis of the overall situation left Sun Quan even more firmly resolved in his own determination to join forces with Liu Bei in resisting Cao Cao’s advance. Sun Quan accordingly allocated 30,000 elite troops to the coming campaign, appointing Zhou Yu and Cheng Pu as his own left and right commanders-in-chief respectively, with Lu Su serving as Assistant Army Colonel, and dispatched this force to join Liu Bei’s own army, advancing together to Xiakou, so as to jointly resist Cao Cao’s advance from there. At this genuinely critical juncture, with a formidable and overwhelming adversary bearing down upon them and their own very survival hanging in the balance, Sun Quan and Liu Bei — two separate regional powers each facing the very real prospect of total and complete annihilation — at last succeeded in forging a genuine military alliance against their common adversary.

(3) The Two Sides Fight the Decisive Battle at Red Cliffs (October 208 – December 209)

In October of 208 AD, the combined Sun-Liu allied forces, having joined together at Fankou, advanced upstream along the Yangtze, encountering Cao Cao’s own forces at Red Cliffs. Cao Cao’s own army consisted, for the most part, of infantry and cavalry troops, and, upon reaching the great expanse of the Yangtze River, found their own accustomed combat effectiveness considerably diminished. The naval forces Cao Cao had newly organized from among his own recently surrendered Jingzhou troops, moreover, proved genuinely weak in overall combat capability, and, compounded further by a serious outbreak of illness and disease among Cao Cao’s own troops, Cao Cao’s forces suffered an initial setback in this first engagement, hastily withdrawing to the northern bank of the river, establishing a garrison at Wulin (present-day Wulin Ji, northeast of Hongze, Hubei province), where the two sides settled into a prolonged standoff, facing one another across the river.

Because the great majority of Cao Cao’s own troops hailed from the north, and remained genuinely unaccustomed to fighting upon the water, Cao Cao ordered his own warships lashed together, bow to stern, using iron chains, so as to reduce the pitching and rolling motion the open water would otherwise cause, thereby making it easier for his own troops to conduct training exercises aboard ship while awaiting a favorable opportunity to renew the fighting. Zhou Yu, recognizing that his own forces, though considerably outnumbered by Cao Cao’s army, nevertheless could not afford to allow this prolonged standoff to continue indefinitely without risking eventual defeat, resolved to actively seek out an opportunity for a swift and decisive resolution to the conflict. Huang Gai, an Eastern Wu general, recognizing the particular vulnerability created by Cao Cao’s own strategy of linking his ships together in a continuous chain, proposed that Eastern Wu forces exploit this vulnerability by conducting a fire attack against the Cao Cao fleet — a proposal Zhou Yu readily approved. Huang Gai accordingly wrote a formal letter to Cao Cao, feigning a desire to surrender, and privately arranged with Cao Cao a specific date on which this supposed surrender would take place. So as to convincingly deceive Cao Cao, Zhou Yu went so far as to have Huang Gai flogged publicly and severely, in a deliberate ruse intended to convince Cao Cao that Huang Gai had genuinely fallen out of favor with his own Eastern Wu superiors — a ruse that ultimately succeeded in winning Cao Cao’s own full and complete trust. Huang Gai subsequently led a flotilla of ten warships, laden with dry kindling and grass thoroughly soaked in oil, the exterior of each vessel further draped with brightly colored banners bearing flags of surrender, and further equipped each vessel with a smaller boat trailing behind it, so as to allow his own crew a means of escape once the fire attack had actually been launched. At the time, a favorable southeasterly wind was blowing, allowing these vessels to make remarkably swift progress across the water. As Huang Gai’s flotilla approached the opposite bank, Cao Cao’s own officers and soldiers, eager to witness Huang Gai’s own long-anticipated surrender with their own eyes, crowded together, craning their necks for a better view, pointing excitedly and remarking to one another that this was, indeed, Huang Gai’s own approaching fleet — and, in their own eager anticipation, let down their guard entirely. Once Huang Gai’s own vessels had closed to within roughly two li of the opposite shore, Huang Gai gave the order for every vessel in his own flotilla to simultaneously set itself ablaze, with their crews then transferring to the smaller boats trailing behind and making good their own escape. Carried swiftly forward by the favorable wind, these blazing fireships crashed directly into Cao Cao’s own chained fleet of warships. Because Cao Cao’s own vessels remained lashed together, bow to stern, in a single continuous chain, they proved utterly unable to disperse or maneuver away from the approaching flames, and were, within moments, engulfed entirely in a raging inferno — flames that quickly spread as well to Cao Cao’s own encampments along the riverbank. The combined Sun-Liu allied forces seized this opportunity to launch a general assault, inflicting catastrophic casualties on Cao Cao’s own forces. Recognizing that the battle was now irretrievably lost, Cao Cao ordered his own remaining vessels burned, and led what remained of his own army in a hasty withdrawal.

The combined Sun-Liu allied forces pressed their advantage, advancing by both land and water simultaneously in pursuit of the retreating Cao Cao forces. Cao Cao was forced to lead his own army in a withdrawal toward Jiangling by way of Huarong (present-day southern Qianjiang, Hubei province). Upon reaching the vast marshland of Yunmeng Lake, his own forces first lost their way entirely, before then being caught in a sudden and violent storm; the roads themselves turned to thick, impassable mud, and Cao Cao’s own troops were forced to use bundles of cut grass to fill in the muddy roadway so that his own cavalry could pass through at all. Over the course of this disastrous retreat, Cao Cao’s own troops trampled one another in the ensuing chaos and confusion, suffering countless casualties as a result. Once Cao Cao had finally reached safety, he ordered Cao Ren and Xu Huang to hold Jiangling, and Yue Jin to hold Xiangyang, while he himself led what remained of his own defeated army back north to Ye City.

Zhou Yu and Cheng Pu led their own forces in continued pursuit of the retreating Cao Cao army, facing off across the river against Cao Ren’s own forces still holding Jiangling. Zhou Yu ordered Gan Ning to seize control of Yiling, upstream from Jiangling; Cao Ren, in response, divided his own forces to besiege Gan Ning there, but Zhou Yu personally led the main body of his own forces to relieve Gan Ning, decisively defeating Cao Ren’s own besieging forces in the process. Once the siege of Yiling had been lifted, Zhou Yu once again led his own forces back to resume the standoff against Cao Ren across the river at Jiangling. Once Liu Bei’s own forces had returned from Jiangling by way of the Han River, joining forces once again with Zhou Yu’s army, Cao Ren, recognizing that his own position at Jiangling had grown increasingly untenable and isolated, with no realistic prospect of continuing to hold out indefinitely, finally withdrew his own forces in December of the following year. Zhou Yu accordingly secured control over Jiangling. From this point forward, Sun Quan held firm control over the middle and lower reaches of the Yangtze River. Over the course of this same campaign, Liu Bei, too, succeeded in capturing the four commanderies of Wuling, Changsha, Lingling, and Guiyang, and was subsequently appointed Governor of Jingzhou himself — thereby finally securing, for the first time, a genuinely stable territorial base and sphere of influence of his own. Following the Battle of Red Cliffs, Liu Bei had, at last, secured the territorial foundation he needed to survive and develop his own power, laying the essential groundwork for his own subsequent advance into the Yizhou region that would follow. Sun Quan, for his own part, through his own victory at Red Cliffs, secured control over Jiangling, Xiaxiang, and other strategically important territories, thereby securing firm control over the middle and lower reaches of the Yangtze River as well.

Cao Cao, drawing lessons from his own defeat, undertook a major expansion of his own naval forces, securing control over the Jianghuai region instead, and settling into a prolonged standoff against Sun Quan there. Sun Quan, for his own part, in order to continue resisting Cao Cao effectively, continued to strengthen and consolidate his own alliance with Liu Bei, allowing Liu Bei, in turn, to secure further development and expansion of his own power within the Jingzhou region. In this way, the broader pattern of the Three Kingdoms — with Wei, Shu, and Wu each holding sway over their own respective territories — gradually took shape.



III. Commentary

The combined Sun-Liu allied forces, though themselves at a considerable overall disadvantage, confronted an adversary in Cao Cao who commanded a considerably larger and more formidable army, and yet succeeded in accurately assessing the overall strategic situation they faced, correctly identifying Cao Cao’s own particular weaknesses and disadvantages, and adopting an operational approach built around close and effective coordination between the two allied forces, making full use of their own particular strengths while compensating for their own weaknesses, employing fire attacks to devastating effect, and pressing their advantage through vigorous pursuit of the defeated enemy — thereby dealing a severe and decisive setback to Cao Cao’s own grand ambition, so vividly expressed in his own celebrated poetry, of “composing verse astride my own war horse, and bringing the entire realm under my own sway,” and costing him the single greatest opportunity he would ever have to unify the whole of China under his own rule. The lessons the Battle of Red Cliffs offers later generations are genuinely manifold and far-reaching, but among these, the decision of Sun Quan and Liu Bei to join forces in a coordinated alliance against Cao Cao, together with the broader strategic maneuvering this decision entailed, stands without question as the single most illuminating and instructive aspect of this particular battle case. Mao Zedong himself offered the following assessment of this battle: “The relative strength of the two sides differed considerably; the weaker side yielded ground initially, allowing its adversary to strike first, before then seizing the initiative and ultimately securing victory.”

(1) Facing a Formidable Common Adversary, Establishing a Clear Strategic Policy of Joint Resistance Against Cao Cao Laid the Essential Foundation for the Allied Forces’ Ultimate Victory

The ability of the combined Sun-Liu allied forces to defeat a considerably larger and more numerous adversary through the skillful application of superior strategy proved inseparable from their own correct strategic decision to join forces against Cao Cao. The Eastern Wu regime maintained a stable political order and abundant natural resources, benefited from the formidable natural defensive barrier the Yangtze River provided, and possessed a military force of genuine and considerable strength. Although Liu Bei’s own military strength remained comparatively modest, he had nevertheless succeeded, during his own time in Jingzhou, in winning over considerable popular support, recruiting talented individuals to his own cause, and securing the backing of certain local political factions and the broader population there as well. For this reason, when Sun Quan and Liu Bei joined forces together, although their combined military strength still remained, in absolute numerical terms, considerably inferior to that of Cao Cao, their own genuine combined strength grew substantially as a result, providing the objective conditions genuinely necessary to secure ultimate victory in the coming conflict. Judged purely in terms of the raw balance of strength between the two sides at the time, both Sun Quan and Liu Bei, individually, remained at a considerable disadvantage relative to Cao Cao. Had Sun Quan and Liu Bei failed to join forces together in a coordinated effort to resist Cao Cao, each would inevitably have found his own comparatively modest individual strength entirely inadequate to the task, and would almost certainly have been defeated by Cao Cao’s forces one at a time, in isolation from one another. By joining forces together, Sun Quan and Liu Bei succeeded in fundamentally altering the underlying balance of strength between themselves and their common adversary, thereby creating the essential conditions needed to ultimately defeat Cao Cao’s own forces. It was precisely on the basis of this clear-eyed recognition of the underlying strategic realities that Sun Quan and Liu Bei ultimately resolved to form a formal alliance, joining forces together in a coordinated effort to resist Cao Cao’s advance. This particular military alliance between Sun Quan and Liu Bei not only substantially strengthened their own combined military capability but also allowed the two allied forces to coordinate their own operations closely and effectively with one another over the course of the actual campaign itself, thereby securing and holding the strategic initiative on the battlefield throughout. Among the many competing regional political and military factions of the era, each locked in fierce and continuous struggle with one another, the strategy of actively seeking out and forming alliances with other powers, so as to concentrate one’s own combined strength against whichever single adversary posed the greatest immediate threat, stands as an important and recurring strategic principle employed by many of the most celebrated statesmen and military commanders throughout the whole of Chinese history — and this particular strategic principle achieved genuine and decisive success at the Battle of Red Cliffs.

(2) A Calm, Clear-Eyed, and Accurate Assessment of the Overall Situation, Together with the Bold Confidence to Believe in Ultimate Victory, Formed an Essential Precondition for Success

Having essentially completed the unification of northern China under his own rule, Cao Cao led his own massive army southward, forcing Liu Cong of Jingzhou to surrender without even having to fight for it, decisively defeating Liu Bei’s own forces in the process, and bearing down relentlessly upon Sun Quan’s own territory as well. Confronting Cao Cao’s overwhelming military might, both Sun Quan and Liu Bei found themselves, individually, at a considerable disadvantage. Many senior officials and military officers within the Eastern Wu court itself believed that Cao Cao, whether judged in political or in purely military terms, commanded truly overwhelming strength, one that would prove genuinely difficult to resist effectively, and accordingly advocated for outright surrender to his authority instead. Although Sun Quan himself remained genuinely resolved to resist Cao Cao’s advance, he nevertheless harbored certain lingering concerns regarding his own comparatively limited military strength, and remained understandably hesitant about the wisdom of joining forces with Liu Bei to resist Cao Cao, particularly given Liu Bei’s own recent and considerable military setback. At this genuinely critical juncture, Zhuge Liang and Zhou Yu proved themselves entirely unswayed by the outward appearance of Cao Cao’s own overwhelming military might, nor did they recklessly and blindly commit themselves to battle out of mere bravado; instead, they conducted a calm, clear-eyed, and thoroughly considered assessment of the actual situation at hand. They recognized the genuine underlying weaknesses concealed within Cao Cao’s own seemingly overwhelming strength — the exhaustion his own troops had suffered over the course of such a long and grueling campaign, their own general unfamiliarity with naval warfare, their own difficulty adapting to the unfamiliar southern climate, and the very real possibility that a portion of Cao Cao’s own hastily assembled forces might prove genuinely unreliable in actual combat, together with the further consideration that Cao Cao himself remained genuinely vulnerable to the prospect of having to fight a war on two separate fronts simultaneously — offering a concrete and carefully considered analysis of Cao Cao’s own actual troop strength and genuine combat effectiveness. At the same time, they recognized, even amid their own comparatively disadvantaged position, the genuine strengths their own side possessed — a comparatively modest but genuinely elite fighting force, well-versed in naval combat, capable of resting and conserving its own strength while awaiting an exhausted adversary, and thoroughly familiar with the local terrain and well-adapted to the local climate. On this basis, they thoroughly refuted the arguments those advocating for surrender (in reality, nothing more than outright capitulation) had put forward, proposing instead a concrete and viable strategy for ultimately defeating Cao Cao’s forces — thereby firmly resolving Sun Quan’s own lingering hesitation and strengthening his own determination to resist Cao Cao’s advance.

(3) The Tactical Application of Playing to One’s Own Strengths While Avoiding One’s Own Weaknesses, Combined with Active, Proactive Initiative and the Ability to Seize the Initiative at Precisely the Right Moment, Proved a Decisive Factor at Several Crucial Junctures

Although the combined Sun-Liu allied forces remained, in overall numerical terms, considerably outnumbered by Cao Cao’s own army, the elite troops of Eastern Wu had, in fact, suffered no genuine attrition of their own combat strength before the campaign began, and Liu Bei’s own forces, too, had received a certain degree of rest and reorganization by the time the actual fighting commenced. In particular, the allied forces possessed a naval force genuinely skilled and experienced in fighting upon rivers and lakes, allowing them to make full use of the Yangtze River itself to their own considerable tactical advantage — a genuinely favorable condition for overcoming an adversary who, though numerically superior, remained thoroughly exhausted from a long campaign and genuinely unaccustomed to naval warfare, through the skillful tactical principle of “using one’s own particular strengths to overcome the enemy’s own particular weaknesses.” Zhou Yu skillfully exploited Cao Cao’s own particular weaknesses while making full use of Eastern Wu’s own particular strengths, avoiding direct confrontation with the enemy’s own strengths while instead seizing the initiative and striking first at precisely the right moment — leaving Cao Cao’s own forces genuinely shocked and thrown into considerable disarray and confusion, and thereby transforming what had, until then, been a fundamentally passive position for the allied forces into a genuinely proactive and advantageous one. Once the two sides had settled into a standoff at Red Cliffs, Zhou Yu, moreover, proved able to promptly seize upon the serious tactical error Cao Cao had committed in lashing his own fleet together in a single continuous chain, adopting a strategy of active, proactive engagement, seizing the initiative and striking first, aiming for a swift and decisive resolution to the conflict, employing the deceptive tactic of a feigned surrender combined with a sudden, unexpected fire attack that caught Cao Cao’s own forces entirely unprepared. Once the enemy’s own forces had been thrown into total disarray and confusion, Zhou Yu swiftly committed the main body of his own forces to deliver a decisive and devastating blow, rapidly routing Cao Cao’s own army and thereby securing decisive victory in the campaign.

(4) Flawed Strategic Judgment, Inadequate Preparation, Reckless and Impetuous Conduct, and Insufficient Vigilance Together Stand as the Principal Reasons Underlying Cao Cao’s Own Defeat

At the Battle of Red Cliffs, Cao Cao, despite enjoying a smooth and successful advance and an overwhelming numerical advantage in troops, nevertheless suffered a truly catastrophic and humiliating defeat — a defeat attributable, fundamentally, to Cao Cao’s own overconfidence and reckless disregard for his adversaries. Cao Cao’s own errors in operational command may be summarized under the following several headings.

First, flawed strategic judgment. Cao Cao’s own overall strategic approach exerted a genuinely decisive influence over the ultimate outcome of the Battle of Red Cliffs. Reviewing the whole course of Cao Cao’s own military career, from the very outset of his own rise to power, it becomes clear that his consistent operational approach had always been to first defeat weaker adversaries before confronting stronger ones, defeating his enemies one at a time in succession — and, following this same logical approach, Cao Cao ought, by rights, to have first focused on decisively eliminating Liu Bei’s own forces before then turning his attention to Sun Quan. And yet Cao Cao failed to take active measures to sow discord and division between Sun Quan and Liu Bei’s own alliance, choosing instead, for the time being, to court Sun Quan’s own favor while pursuing Liu Bei relentlessly, intending only afterward to turn his attention to Sun Quan — rather than adopting the sound strategy of defeating his adversaries piecemeal, one at a time, while instead attempting to confront both of his own two adversaries simultaneously. This particular strategic miscalculation, in effect, directly facilitated the very alliance between Sun Quan and Liu Bei that would ultimately prove Cao Cao’s own undoing, placing him, from the very outset, in a genuinely disadvantageous strategic position.

Second, inadequate preparation. To defeat the forces of Eastern Wu across so vast an expanse of open water, a genuinely formidable naval force was absolutely indispensable — and yet Cao Cao’s own naval forces remained, at the time, both limited in scale and comparatively weak in overall combat effectiveness. Cao Cao had spent a mere six months training his own naval forces on the Xuanwu Lake at Ye City before setting out on his southern campaign, and the naval troops he had trained there, moreover, had never been genuinely tested against the actual conditions of wind and wave found on open rivers, and correspondingly lacked any real, practical experience conducting large-scale naval operations along the Yangtze River itself. Although the naval forces of the recently surrendered Jingzhou region were, in fact, considerable in raw numerical terms, their own morale remained genuinely fragile and uncertain, leaving them genuinely ill-suited to actual combat operations. Cao Cao failed to fully recognize the essential subjective and objective conditions that any successful campaign to overcome the formidable natural barrier of the Yangtze River would necessarily require, and, as a result, within a mere month of having secured control over Jingzhou, disregarding every word of caution offered to him, resolved impetuously to press his advance downstream along the river, even going so far as to formally declare war against Sun Quan — leaving himself with almost no time whatsoever to conduct the training and preparation his own forces genuinely required before engaging in actual combat.

Third, reckless and impetuous conduct. Having secured control over Jingzhou with such remarkable ease, Cao Cao failed to conduct any genuinely objective assessment of the overall situation he now faced, and failed, too, to adhere to his own accustomed strategy of proceeding steadily and methodically, defeating his adversaries one at a time in succession, believing instead that, riding the momentum of his own recent victory, he could simply and inevitably conquer the whole of the Jiangdong region in a single, decisive stroke. This particular approach — relying on nothing more than sheer, overwhelming momentum and reputation alone to intimidate one’s adversary into submission — proved, without question, a fundamentally unreliable and ultimately unsound basis for operational guidance. Because Cao Cao himself had grown so thoroughly arrogant and dismissive of his own adversaries, he failed to conduct any genuinely calm and clear-eyed assessment of his own relative strengths and weaknesses compared with those of his adversaries, grossly overestimating his own capabilities while correspondingly and severely underestimating those of his opponents.

Fourth, insufficient vigilance. Once Cao Cao’s forces had withdrawn to Wulin, Huang Gai, observing the considerable disparity in strength between the two sides and recognizing that Eastern Wu’s own forces could not realistically sustain a prolonged standoff indefinitely, and further noting that Cao Cao’s own warships remained “lashed together, bow to stern,” rendering them genuinely difficult to maneuver effectively, proposed a strategy of feigned surrender combined with a fire attack — a proposal Zhou Yu readily adopted. Under normal circumstances, when accepting the surrender of an enemy commander, one ought, as a matter of basic military prudence, to remain genuinely and continuously vigilant, guarding carefully against the possibility of deception or betrayal. And yet Cao Cao, having been thoroughly and convincingly deceived into believing that Huang Gai’s own offer of surrender was entirely genuine, took no precautionary measures whatsoever to guard against this very real possibility. As a direct result, once Huang Gai had actually launched his own fire attack, riding the favorable wind, Cao Cao’s own forces were thrown into instant and total chaos, caught entirely unprepared and genuinely unable to mount any effective response whatsoever — and, under the ensuing fierce assault of the combined Sun-Liu allied forces, Cao Cao’s own army had no choice but to collapse and retreat along the entire front.







Chapter 34: The Battle of the Fei River Between Eastern Jin and Former Qin (August–November, 383)

The Battle of the Fei River stands as the decisive strategic engagement in which the Eastern Jin dynasty repelled a massive invasion by the forces of Former Qin, at the Fei River (in the region of present-day Waibu Lake, Anhui province). This battle began in August of 383 AD and concluded in November of that same year, lasting nearly four months in all. Former Qin committed more than 900,000 troops to the campaign; Eastern Jin committed more than 80,000. In this engagement, Former Qin’s forces suffered casualties amounting to seventy or eighty percent of their own total strength, with a mere 100,000-odd troops surviving, and Eastern Jin secured a truly overwhelming and decisive victory. Former Qin’s catastrophic defeat at the Fei River pushed its own regime to the very brink of total collapse, and plunged northern China once again into a fractured, chaotic state of near-continuous warfare among competing regional powers. This particular battle case stands as one of the most celebrated examples, in the whole of ancient Chinese military history, of a smaller force defeating a considerably larger one, and Mao Zedong himself referenced this battle on numerous occasions. Studying and researching this particular battle case retains genuine and considerable practical relevance even today.


I. Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

In 316 AD, under the combined weight of internal rebellion and external invasion, the corrupt and decaying Western Jin dynasty finally collapsed, giving rise to a broader north-south political division within China. In the south, the remaining elements of the former Western Jin ruling establishment, led by Sima Rui, Prince of Jin Langya, withdrew to the safety of the Yangtze River’s southern bank, establishing the Eastern Jin dynasty with its capital at Jiankang (present-day Nanjing). In the north, the rulers of various non-Chinese peoples — the Xiongnu, Xianbei, Jie, and Qiang among them — successively proclaimed themselves emperors and kings, and the whole of northern China descended into a fragmented, chaotic state of competing regional warlordism. In 351 AD, Fu Jian (the elder), a tribal chieftain originally based in present-day Gansu province, succeeded in establishing control over the strategically vital Guanzhong region; embracing the more advanced culture of the Central Plains, he founded the Former Qin dynasty, successfully unifying the whole of northern China under his own rule, and thereby bringing to an end the long period of fragmented, chaotic warfare that had, until then, plagued the entire northern region.

In 357 AD, Fu Jian (the younger), grandson of Fu Jian the elder, proclaimed himself Heavenly Prince of the Great Qin. He implemented a whole series of measures aimed at reforming the political administration, developing the economy, and promoting cultural flourishing throughout his own realm — suppressing the entrenched power of the local ethnic aristocracy, strengthening centralized monarchical authority, rectifying the conduct of local officials, and promoting men of genuine talent to positions of responsibility, among other reforms — thereby considerably strengthening the overall national power of the Former Qin state. As Former Qin’s own strength continued to grow, it began actively expanding outward, and, within the span of just a few years, successively conquered the Yan state established by the Xianbei clan of Murong, the Qiuchi state established by the Di people, the Dai state established by the Xianbei clan of Tuoba, the Former Liang state established by the Han Chinese clan of Zhang, and the Yizhou and Liangzhou regions of the Eastern Jin dynasty as well. On the eve of the Battle of the Fei River, Former Qin’s own rule had reached the very pinnacle of its power, controlling territory that, as contemporary sources describe it, extended “east to the Bohai Sea, west to Kucha, south to Xiangyang, and north to the Shamo desert.” And yet, despite this remarkable and rapid expansion, the underlying foundations of Former Qin’s own rule remained genuinely precarious and unstable, riddled internally with extraordinarily complex and deep-seated class and ethnic tensions, and beset by mounting crisis on every front. At the same time, the prolonged and continuous warfare Former Qin had waged severely depleted the state’s own economic and military strength, and the earlier era of genuine popular prosperity the state had once enjoyed had, by this point, already faded entirely into memory.

The Eastern Jin dynasty, for its own part, remained essentially a modest regional regime, established by northern aristocratic clans who had fled south to find refuge there. Within the Eastern Jin court itself, fierce and continuous power struggles raged between the aristocratic clans and the imperial house, and among the various aristocratic clans themselves. And yet, as Former Qin’s own continued expansion increasingly came to threaten the very survival of the Eastern Jin dynasty itself, the ruling elite of the Eastern Jin court, in the period leading up to the great decisive battle at the Fei River, found themselves increasingly willing to set aside their own internal disputes, uniting instead around the shared political imperative of resisting the looming Qin threat. Over the several decades since its own founding, the Eastern Jin dynasty had enjoyed a period of comparative social stability, and its economy, too, had achieved a certain degree of genuine development — providing Eastern Jin with the essential material foundation it would need to successfully resist the coming Former Qin invasion. Militarily, although Eastern Jin’s own forces remained comparatively modest in overall numerical terms, they nevertheless possessed a genuinely elite fighting force, composed chiefly of northerners who had themselves fled south — the celebrated “Beifu Army” (Northern Headquarters Army). These soldiers, driven by their own deeply felt longing to one day return to their own northern homeland, harbored an unusually firm and unwavering resolve to resist the Former Qin threat, and had, moreover, undergone seven full years of rigorous military training, giving them genuinely formidable combat capability.

In April of 382 AD, Fu Jian appointed his own younger brother, Fu Rong, as General Who Conquers the South. In August of that same year, he further appointed Pei Yuanlüe as governor of the two commanderies of Baxi (with its administrative seat at present-day Langzhong, Sichuan province) and Zitong (with its administrative seat at present-day Zitong, Sichuan province), secretly ordering him to begin preparations for a naval campaign, intending to emulate the strategy the state of Jin had once employed to conquer Wu, advancing downstream along the Yangtze River to strike directly at Jiankang, the Eastern Jin capital. With respect to the question of whether to launch this invasion of Eastern Jin, however, considerable disagreement arose among Fu Jian’s own senior ministers, with the great majority expressing genuine reservations and opposition to the plan. Fu Jian, however, remained resolute, declaring: “Fuchai of Wu and Fu Jian of Qin both once relied on the natural protection afforded by rivers and lakes, and yet neither ultimately managed to avoid his own eventual downfall. Given the sheer numerical strength of the army I now command, were I simply to have every soldier cast his own whip into the river, this alone would be enough to dam its very flow entirely — what possible danger, then, could the Yangtze River itself still pose to us?” Although the great majority of his own court continued to voice opposition to the planned invasion, Fu Jian nevertheless remained firmly resolved to proceed with his own plan to destroy the Eastern Jin dynasty once and for all. In July of 383 AD, Fu Jian issued a formal decree ordering that, throughout the general population, one adult male in every ten households of ordinary commoners be conscripted into military service, while, among the wealthier and more prominent families, any son under the age of twenty who volunteered for military service would be granted the honorary title “Feathered Forest Gentleman.” Through this comprehensive mobilization effort, Former Qin ultimately assembled a combined total of more than 600,000 infantry, 270,000 cavalry, and more than 30,000 “Feathered Forest” troops — more than 900,000 men in total — and prepared to launch what Fu Jian himself proudly proclaimed to be a force of “a million strong,” in a massive, all-out invasion of the Eastern Jin dynasty.

Former Qin’s Strategic Plan: Former Qin’s forces planned to first seize control of Liangzhou and Yizhou, thereby securing control over the upper reaches of the Han River and the Yangtze River and threatening the flank of the Eastern Jin dynasty; Qin forces would then proceed to seize the key strategic strongpoints along the Han and Huai rivers, pressing steadily closer to the middle and lower reaches of the Yangtze River; and, finally, Qin forces would launch a decisive, all-out assault to annihilate the Eastern Jin dynasty entirely. In accordance with this broader strategic plan, Former Qin had already, in 373 AD, seized control of the two Eastern Jin provinces of Liang (with its administrative seat at present-day Hanzhong, Shaanxi province) and Yi (with its administrative seat at present-day Chengdu, Sichuan province); and, in 379 AD, Former Qin further captured Xiangyang (within present-day Hubei province) and Pengcheng (present-day Xuzhou, Jiangsu province), thereby securing firm control over the upper reaches of both the Han River and the Yangtze River.

Eastern Jin’s Defensive Plan: At the time, the Eastern Jin court was under the overall administration of Chancellor Xie An, who had already made careful preparation in anticipation of a coming southward invasion by Former Qin forces, and resolved to adopt an overall strategy of active defense, deploying his own forces along both the Jingzhou and Huainan fronts. Because Huainan served as the essential gateway protecting Jiankang, the Eastern Jin capital, only by holding Huainan firmly could Eastern Jin hope to rely on the natural defensive barrier the Yangtze River provided to resist so formidable an adversary — making Huainan the very focal point of Eastern Jin’s own defensive strategy. Eastern Jin’s overall strategic approach called for holding firm along the southern bank of the Yangtze River, blocking any attempt by Qin forces to advance downstream, while simultaneously pinning down and containing Qin forces along the northern bank of the river as well.

Former Qin’s Operational Deployment: Fu Jian ordered Fu Rong to lead a combined force of 250,000 infantry and cavalry to serve as the vanguard of the invasion; Yao Chang, Inspector of Yanzhou, was appointed Dragon-Soaring General, entrusted with overseeing military affairs in the Yi and Jing provincial regions. Former Qin forces were divided into three separate columns, converging on Eastern Jin territory from three separate directions: the eastern column, drawn from the provinces of You and Ji, would advance south by way of Pengcheng; the western column would advance along the Yangtze and Han rivers from the Shu and Han regions; and the central column, forming the main strength of the invasion force, would be personally commanded by Fu Jian himself, advancing by way of Luoyang, the Ru River, and the Ying River, toward Shouyang, on the southern bank of the Huai River — with the overall plan calling for these three separate columns to converge in a coordinated assault, ultimately meeting at Jiankang and thereby annihilating the Eastern Jin dynasty entirely.

Eastern Jin’s Operational Deployment: Xie An appointed Xie Shi Supreme Commander of the Expedition, with Xie Xuan serving as Vanguard Commander, leading a combined force of more than 80,000 troops from the celebrated “Beifu Army,” and deploying them along the Huai River front to resist the advancing Former Qin forces; he further ordered Dragon-Soaring General Hu Bin to lead a naval force of 5,000 troops, advancing west from Luokou along the Huai River to reinforce Shouyang (present-day Shou county, Anhui province), a strategically vital position on the southern bank of the Huai River. At the same time, Xie An ordered Huan Chong, stationed in Jingzhou, to guard against the possibility of a Former Qin advance from the direction of Xiangyang.

Order of Battle for Both Sides

Former Qin Forces




	Commander
	Fu Jian, King of Qin





	Vanguard Commander
	Fu Rong, Duke of Yangping



	Generals
	Zhang Hao, Cavalry General



	
	Fu Fang, Pacification General



	
	Liang Cheng, Guard General



	
	Murong Wei, General Who Pacifies the South



	
	Murong Chui, Champion General



	
	Guo Bao, Adjutant



	
	Wang Xian, Inspector of Yangzhou



	
	Wang Yong, Governor of Yiyang



	
	Lou Cheng, General



	
	Quan Yi, Left Vice Director of the Department of State Affairs



	
	Zhang Tianxi, Vice Director



	
	Zhu Xu, Director of the Department of State Affairs



	
	Zhao Shengzhi, General Who Establishes Achievement



	
	Murong De, General Who Inspires Might



	
	Yao Chang, Dragon-Soaring General





Total Strength: Historical sources record the total strength Former Qin committed to the decisive engagement at the Fei River as more than 900,000 — Fu Jian personally led 600,000 infantry, 270,000 cavalry, and 30,000 Feathered Forest elite troops; this figure does not include the additional forces of the Liang and Yi provincial armies under the command of Yao Chang.

Eastern Jin Forces








	Commander
	Xie An, Chancellor





	Commander (Jianghuai Front)
	Xie Shi, General Who Conquers Caitiffs, Supreme Commander of the Expedition



	Generals
	Xie Xuan, Inspector of Xu and Yan Provinces, Vanguard Commander



	
	Xie Yan, Assistant State General



	
	Wang Xian, Governor



	
	Huan Yi, Household General of the Western Section



	
	Xu Yuanxi, General Who Pacifies Caitiffs



	
	Hu Bin, Dragon-Soaring General



	
	Liu Laozhi, Chancellor of Guangling



	Forces
	More than 80,000



	Commander (Jingzhou Front)
	Huan Chong, Chariot and Cavalry General, Commander of Military Affairs of Seven Provinces



	Generals
	Huan Shiqian, Champion General



	
	Yang Liang, Assistant State General



	
	Liu Bo, Vanguard General



	
	Huan Shimin, Governor of Xiangcheng



	
	Xiahou Cheng, Governor of Suijun



	Forces
	More than 100,000







II. The Course of the Campaign

In August of 383 AD, Fu Jian led a combined force of 600,000 infantry, 270,000 cavalry, and 30,000 Feathered Forest elite troops, dividing his forces into three separate columns for a massive southward invasion. The central column, forming the main strength of the invasion force and personally commanded by Fu Jian himself, advanced to Xiangcheng (present-day Shenqiu, Henan province) in September; the vanguard forces, commanded by Fu Rong and comprising the troops of Zhang Hao, Fu Fang, and other commanders, more than 200,000 strong, had already reached Yingkou (southwest of present-day Shou county, Anhui province). Detachments of several tens of thousands of troops, dispatched by Fu Rong under the command of Murong Wei and Murong Chui, were advancing toward Yun City (within present-day Anlu, Hubei province); the forces of You and Ji provinces continued arriving at Xianyang (east of present-day Xi’an, Shaanxi province); the armies of the eastern provinces of You and Ji had, by this point, already reached Pengcheng (present-day Xuzhou, Jiangsu province); and, to the west, the several tens of thousands of troops under Yao Chang’s own command had likewise begun their own advance downstream along the Yangtze River from the Shu region. Former Qin’s massive invasion force, spread across “a thousand li from east to west, advancing by both land and water simultaneously, with a combined fleet of 10,000 vessels,” presented a truly formidable and overwhelming spectacle.

(1) The Initial Engagement at Luojian: Eastern Jin Forces Secure Their First Victory (October–November, 383)

In October of 383 AD, Fu Rong led his own forces in an assault along the Huai River front. On the 18th of that month, Qin forces captured Shouyang, securing a favorable position from which to advance further and seize Lishi, thereby directly threatening Jiankang itself. Hu Bin, the Eastern Jin general, learning en route that Shouyang had already fallen, ordered his own forces to halt their advance, withdrawing instead to hold Xiashi (southwest of present-day Fengtai and west of Shou county, Anhui province), a strategically important chokepoint along the middle reaches of the Huai River. Fu Rong, for his part, personally led a portion of his own forces in an assault against Xiashi, while simultaneously dispatching Liang Cheng and other commanders to lead a force of 50,000 troops to block the Luojian River (that is, the Luo River, located southwest of present-day Huaiyuan, Anhui province), erecting a wooden palisade at Luokou (where the Luojian River meets the Huai River) so as to sever the Huai River and prevent Eastern Jin forces from advancing westward along it, thereby isolating Hu Bin’s own forces, now confined to holding Xiashi alone. Xie Shi and Xie Xuan led the main strength of the Eastern Jin army to a position twenty-five li east of Luojian, and, observing the seemingly overwhelming strength of the Qin forces confronting them, ordered their own forces to halt their advance and hold their ground rather than engage immediately. At this point, Hu Bin’s own forces, besieged at Xiashi, found their own food supplies entirely exhausted, and dispatched a messenger bearing a secret letter to Xie Shi, warning that, with the enemy so numerous and Eastern Jin’s own supplies nearly gone, the situation had grown genuinely dire and difficult to sustain. This secret letter, however, was intercepted en route by Fu Rong’s own forces, who promptly relayed its contents to Fu Jian, urging him to press the attack immediately while the enemy remained so weak and vulnerable. Fu Jian accordingly left the main body of his own army encamped at Xiang City (present-day Xiang City, Henan province), and personally led a force of more than 8,000 light cavalry on a forced march, day and night, to Shouyang, so as to take direct personal command of operations there. Fu Jian believed that, the moment Eastern Jin forces learned of his own arrival at the Fei River front, they would inevitably lose heart and retreat to defend the southern bank of the Yangtze instead, thereby forfeiting any opportunity to force a decisive engagement. He accordingly issued strict orders forbidding anyone from revealing his own presence at Shouyang, and further ordered that only comparatively low-ranking officers be posted along the banks of the Fei River, so as to convey the false impression that no senior Qin commander was, in fact, present there at all. It is clear, then, that Fu Jian’s own intention was to first annihilate the main strength of the Eastern Jin army at Shouyang in a single, decisive stroke, before then advancing directly on Jiankang itself. To this end, Fu Jian resolved to combine his own military offensive with a parallel effort at political subversion, dispatching Zhu Xu — an Eastern Jin general who had earlier been captured at Xiangyang and subsequently pressed into Former Qin’s own service — to Xie Shi’s own encampment, ostensibly to persuade Xie Shi to surrender. But once Zhu Xu had actually reached the Eastern Jin encampment, he instead revealed to Xie Shi the full details of Former Qin’s own troop dispositions and broader strategic intentions, and further advised Xie Shi that, since the main body of the Qin invasion force had not yet fully assembled and concentrated its own strength, Eastern Jin forces ought to seize this opportunity to strike first, defeating the Qin vanguard forces before they could be further reinforced, so as to break their own momentum and morale from the very outset.

On learning that Fu Jian himself had arrived at Shouyang, Xie Shi found himself gripped by considerable apprehension, and initially intended to hold his own position firmly, avoiding direct engagement so as to wear down the enemy through patient attrition instead. But, following further consultation with Xie Yan, he ultimately resolved, in accordance with Zhu Xu’s own advice, to shift from a defensive to an offensive posture, so as to strike at and defeat the vanguard forces of the advancing Qin army. In November, Xie Shi dispatched his own subordinate commander, Liu Laozhi, leading 5,000 elite troops, to launch an assault against Liang Cheng’s own Qin forces. On learning of this approaching threat, Liang Cheng deployed his own forces in a defensive formation along the banks of the Luojian River, awaiting the coming Eastern Jin assault. Liu Laozhi led his own troops in a surprise night raid against Liang Cheng’s own encampment, killing Liang Cheng himself, together with Liang Yun and other senior Qin commanders, decisively routing the Qin forces there; Liu Laozhi further dispatched part of his own forces to seize control of the river crossing points, cutting off the enemy’s own route of retreat. Caught between two fires, Qin forces collapsed entirely, fleeing in a desperate scramble toward the Huai River, with as many as 15,000 drowning in the ensuing chaos. Eastern Jin forces captured Wang Xian, the Former Qin Inspector of Yangzhou, and a number of other senior Qin officials, and seized vast quantities of captured military equipment and supplies. This particular engagement, in which Liu Laozhi’s own forces, though themselves outnumbered ten to one, nevertheless secured an overwhelming and decisive victory, considerably boosted the morale of the Eastern Jin army as a whole, and marked the first genuine turning point in what had, until then, been an unfavorable overall situation for Eastern Jin forces since the outset of the campaign.

(2) The Second Engagement at the Fei River: Former Qin Forces Suffer a Catastrophic and Total Defeat (November, 383)

Eastern Jin’s victory at Luojian broke through the Qin blockade along the Huai River, allowing Eastern Jin forces to advance by both land and water simultaneously along the Huai River, pressing directly toward the region of Waibu Lake, northeast of Shouyang. Observing, from atop the city walls of Shouyang, the disciplined and orderly battle formation of the advancing Eastern Jin army — and, moreover, mistakenly perceiving, upon gazing toward Mount Bagong, that the trees and vegetation covering its slopes were, in fact, Eastern Jin soldiers arrayed for battle — Fu Jian himself began to feel a growing sense of unease and apprehension. At this point, the Former Qin general Zhang Hao had already succeeded in crossing the Fei River; Xie Shi, engaging Zhang Hao’s forces in battle, found himself at a disadvantage, and was forced to withdraw his own forces somewhat. Xie Xuan and Xie Yan then led a massive force, tens of thousands strong, to establish a defensive formation there, at which point Zhang Hao withdrew his own forces back to the western bank of the river, and the two armies settled into a tense standoff, separated by the waters of the Fei River. Xie Xuan, recognizing that Qin’s own officers and soldiers had grown thoroughly weary of prolonged warfare, and that Fu Jian himself remained genuinely eager to force a swift and decisive resolution to the conflict, dispatched an envoy to the Qin encampment, proposing that Qin forces withdraw their own position slightly further back from the immediate bank of the Fei River — not, he suggested, because Eastern Jin itself sought a hasty, decisive engagement, but rather so as to allow for a more protracted, sustained conflict instead — thereby allowing Eastern Jin forces the opportunity to cross the river themselves and force a genuine, decisive trial of strength between the two armies. Fu Jian’s own senior commanders unanimously advised against this proposal, arguing that, with Qin’s own forces so vastly outnumbering those of Eastern Jin, the wisest course of action would be to hold their current position along the Fei River firmly, denying Eastern Jin forces any opportunity to cross the river at all — surely, they argued, the safest and most prudent strategy available. But Fu Jian himself insisted that Qin forces ought instead to wait until the Eastern Jin army had begun crossing the river, at which point Qin’s own formidable cavalry could then launch a sudden, devastating assault, catching the enemy at a moment of maximum vulnerability and thereby securing an easy and decisive victory. Fu Jian accordingly ordered Qin forces stationed along the Fei River to withdraw their own position slightly. But the moment Former Qin’s forces actually began this withdrawal, their own battle formation immediately fell into complete and total disarray, entirely beyond anyone’s ability to control or restore. Zhu Xu, seizing this opportunity, shouted loudly from within the ranks of the retreating Qin army: “The Qin army has been defeated!” Believing this cry to be genuine, Qin’s own soldiers panicked and fled in a chaotic, disorderly scramble. Xie Xuan, Xie Yan, Huan Yi, and other Eastern Jin commanders seized this opportunity to lead a force of 8,000 elite troops across the Fei River, launching a fierce and relentless pursuit of the fleeing Qin army. Fu Rong, witnessing this catastrophic collapse unfold before his own eyes, rode furiously back and forth in a desperate attempt to restore order to his own disintegrating ranks, so as to check the Eastern Jin pursuit — but his own horse stumbled and fell, and he himself was cut down and killed by the pursuing Eastern Jin forces. Xie Xuan led the main body of his own army in pressing this advantage further still, pursuing the fleeing Qin forces all the way to Qinggang (northwest of present-day Shou county, Anhui province). The vanguard forces of the Former Qin army suffered a catastrophic and total defeat, and this collapse quickly spread to the Qin forces following behind them as well, with soldiers and horses alike trampling one another in the ensuing chaos and confusion, suffering countless casualties as a result. Fu Jian himself was struck by an arrow and wounded in the fighting, and fled north toward the region beyond the Huai River. The fleeing Former Qin soldiers, their nerves shattered and their courage entirely spent, panicked at even the faint sound of the wind or the distant cry of cranes overhead, believing, in every such instance, that Eastern Jin pursuit forces were closing in upon them; they fled in headlong, disorganized panic, day and night without rest, and, compounded further by hunger, exhaustion, and the bitter cold, ultimately suffered casualties amounting to seventy or eighty percent of their own total strength. Zhu Xu, Xu Yuanxi, and Zhang Tianxi (the former ruler of the earlier Former Liang state) all defected to the Eastern Jin side together during this chaotic retreat. Eastern Jin forces recovered Shouyang, capturing Bao Shu, the Former Qin governor of Huainan, in the process. Over the course of his own chaotic retreat, Fu Jian did manage to gather together a portion of his own scattered troops and commanders, but, by the time he finally made his way back to Luoyang, his own remaining forces numbered no more than 100,000-odd men. In this engagement, Eastern Jin forces succeeded in recovering Shouyang, and captured vast quantities of Qin weaponry and other military supplies as well.

The outcome of the Battle of the Fei River served to stabilize and consolidate the rule of the Eastern Jin dynasty, effectively checking the southward incursions of the various non-Chinese peoples of the north, and creating the essential conditions necessary for the subsequent economic recovery and development of the Jiangnan region. For the Former Qin regime, by contrast, this catastrophic defeat precipitated the sudden and total disintegration of what had, until then, been a temporarily unified northern China. Murong Chui, Yao Chang, and other prominent aristocratic figures of non-Chinese ethnic background seized this opportunity to rise to prominence once again, dismembering Former Qin’s own former territory among themselves; Fu Jian himself, before long, met a genuinely tragic end, killed in the very same chaos his own catastrophic defeat had unleashed. And the story of how, gazing from the walls of Shouyang toward Mount Bagong, Fu Jian had mistaken “the sound of the wind and the cry of cranes” for the approach of Eastern Jin pursuers, and had likewise mistaken “every tree and blade of grass” for enemy soldiers arrayed for battle, has, ever since, been passed down through the ages as a genuinely singular and remarkable episode in the broader history of Chinese warfare.



III. Commentary

The Qin-Jin Battle of the Fei River stands as a major war fought between the northern and southern regions of China during the era of the Sixteen Kingdoms period of the Eastern Jin dynasty. The comparatively weaker Eastern Jin dynasty, with only a modest force at its disposal, decisively defeated a Qin army nearly ten times its own size, securing an overwhelming and complete victory in the war as a whole. Although Former Qin possessed an overwhelming numerical advantage in troops, it nevertheless ultimately suffered a catastrophic and humiliating defeat. Mao Zedong himself conducted a genuinely thorough study of this particular battle case, offering an extraordinarily vivid and compelling account of it in his own work “Problems of Strategy in China’s Revolutionary War.” This battle case stands as a genuinely excellent teaching material for the high- and mid-level commanders of our own armed forces to study, in the course of their own broader research into the history of ancient Chinese warfare.

(1) An Objective Assessment of the Overall Situation Serves as an Essential Basis for Sound Decision-Making

Former Qin was, at its core, a multi-ethnic state formed through the forcible amalgamation of numerous distinct peoples and tribal groups. The underlying tensions among these various constituent peoples remained genuinely acute and complex; both Yao Chang of the Qiang people and Murong Chui of the Xianbei people had, in each case, been forced into submission to Former Qin rule, and both continued, throughout, to watch closely for any opportunity to reassert their own independence once again. Although Former Qin had, on the surface, succeeded in unifying the whole of northern China under its own rule, this unification had been achieved only comparatively recently, and its own underlying political foundations remained genuinely fragile and unstable; both the ruling Fu clan itself and the various regional nobles enfeoffed throughout the realm frequently found themselves confronting outright rebellion and betrayal from within, leaving the regime’s own internal cohesion severely compromised. With respect to the specific question of whether to launch an invasion of Eastern Jin, moreover, serious and substantial disagreement persisted within the Former Qin court itself, making it genuinely difficult to forge any truly unified national resolve or to coordinate military operations effectively. More seriously still, over the course of its own broader campaign to unify northern China, Former Qin had waged war continuously, year after year, at truly enormous cost, leaving its own troops exhausted and its own people impoverished; the Han Chinese soldiers who had been forcibly conscripted into Qin’s own service harbored no genuine desire whatsoever to fight against Eastern Jin, and the various other ethnic forces compelled to take part in the campaign, too, each harbored their own divergent loyalties and ambitions. When Fu Rong, for instance, ordered his own forces to withdraw slightly, his own soldiers instead took the opportunity to flee the battlefield entirely in a state of complete disarray — a vivid illustration of the fact that a war fundamentally opposed to the genuine will of the people, however numerically overwhelming the army waging it might appear, remains, in practice, extraordinarily vulnerable to sudden and total collapse. Taken together, these various factors make clear that Former Qin, in launching its invasion of Eastern Jin, found itself, from the very outset, in a genuinely unfavorable overall strategic position. Had Fu Jian genuinely and conscientiously heeded the counsel of his own senior ministers, or pursued instead a policy of enriching the state and strengthening its military while consolidating internal stability, patiently biding his time and watching for genuine opportunities to exploit any eventual internal turmoil within Eastern Jin itself, it is entirely conceivable that Former Qin might well have eventually succeeded in conquering the Eastern Jin dynasty after all. But Fu Jian himself proved genuinely lacking in clear-eyed strategic assessment and sound judgment. Before the Battle of the Fei River, Fu Jian, his own judgment thoroughly clouded by a whole series of earlier military successes, resolved to press his advantage, riding the “momentum of his own accumulated victories” to annihilate the Eastern Jin dynasty in a single, decisive stroke. And yet these grandiose ambitions of his rested, at their very foundation, on a fundamentally mistaken assessment of both the objective and subjective circumstances he actually faced.

By contrast, ever since the fall of the Western Jin dynasty, the Han Chinese population had consistently regarded the Eastern Jin dynasty, as the direct successor to Western Jin rule, as the legitimate government of China — a view even the various non-Chinese peoples of the era generally did not dispute. This shared understanding provided the essential ideological foundation for genuine internal unity within Eastern Jin itself in resisting the Former Qin invasion, and gave Eastern Jin forces the further advantage of fighting what was widely regarded, both at home and abroad, as a genuinely just and righteous cause, resting on a genuinely broad foundation of popular and social support. For this reason, although Eastern Jin’s own forces remained comparatively modest in overall numerical terms, they nevertheless received the wholehearted support of the general population, and morale among the troops themselves remained correspondingly high. Beyond this, at this particular critical juncture, with the very survival of the Eastern Jin dynasty itself hanging in the balance, the ruling elite of the Eastern Jin court, too, found itself willing, at least temporarily, to set aside its own internal disputes among the various aristocratic clans, giving rise to a genuine spirit of unity and cooperation between ruler and minister alike, and a correspondingly stable political order — creating, throughout the realm, a genuine sense of shared purpose and unified resolve in resisting the Qin invasion, one that bore little resemblance whatsoever to the image of “a state on the very verge of total collapse” that Fu Jian himself had so confidently imagined. Fu Jian proved entirely unable to accurately perceive the true objective and subjective realities of the situation he actually faced, nor was he willing to genuinely and earnestly heed the sound counsel others offered him; his own reckless and ill-considered decision to go to war accordingly led, quite naturally and predictably, to his own eventual and catastrophic defeat.

(2) An Overconfident, Arrogant Army Is Destined for Defeat — This Stands as a Fundamental and Enduring Law of Warfare

Relying on sheer numerical superiority while recklessly underestimating one’s own adversary, and pressing forward impatiently in pursuit of a swift and decisive victory, stand as the principal reasons underlying Former Qin’s own catastrophic defeat. Having succeeded, within the span of just a few years, in unifying the whole of northern China under his own rule, and having further secured control over the great majority of the southwestern regions as well, Fu Jian grew correspondingly overconfident in his own abilities, grossly overestimating his own strength while correspondingly and severely underestimating that of Eastern Jin. Confident in the seemingly overwhelming strength of the million-strong army he now commanded, and believing his own military supplies and provisions to be piled up “as high as a mountain,” Fu Jian became convinced that his own forces need only “cast their whips into the river” to dam its flow entirely, and that conquering Eastern Jin would prove as effortless as “a fierce autumn wind scattering fallen leaves before it” — believing, in short, that Eastern Jin would inevitably surrender the moment Qin forces actually arrived, without any genuine need for prolonged fighting at all. For this reason, even before actually setting out on his own southern campaign, Fu Jian had already begun boasting openly that he intended to appoint Sima Changming, the reigning Eastern Jin emperor, as his own Left Vice Director of the Department of State Affairs, and to appoint Xie An and Huan Chong, the two most senior Eastern Jin officials, as Minister of Personnel and Palace Attendant respectively. He further predicted, with evident confidence, that the moment Qin forces arrived, they would surely capture every one of these Eastern Jin officials alive, and even went so far as to have fine private residences constructed for them in advance, in preparation for their eventual arrival at the Qin capital. Given Fu Jian’s own extraordinarily overconfident and dismissive attitude toward his adversary, it comes as little surprise that his own approach to matters such as pre-war preparation, the mobilization and deployment of his own forces, the formulation of overall strategic and campaign-level doctrine, and the actual conduct of command during the battle itself all proved genuinely careless and superficial in the extreme. Of his adversary’s own actual capacity to sustain the war effort, its own genuine will to resist, the true quality of its own military forces, and its own overall combat effectiveness, Fu Jian himself remained almost entirely and willfully ignorant. Any supreme military commander who allows himself to fall into so complacent and self-satisfied a state of blind arrogance will, inevitably, find himself unable to escape the fundamental and enduring historical law that an overconfident, arrogant army is destined, sooner or later, for defeat. Fu Jian’s own particular downfall stemmed directly from the fact that, over the course of his own broader campaign to unify northern China, he had grown accustomed to a nearly unbroken string of successive military victories, and had, as a direct result, entirely failed to correctly understand the true underlying reasons for these earlier successes. On this very point, the celebrated historian Sima Guang himself once offered the following incisive observation: “The fundamental reason Fu Jian’s regime ultimately met with its own catastrophic downfall lies precisely in the fact that his own repeated past victories left him dangerously overconfident and dismissive of his adversaries.” This particular assessment by Sima Guang cuts directly to the very heart of the matter.

(3) A Proactive and Flexible Strategic and Tactical Approach Stands as the Winning Formula for Securing Ultimate Victory

Former Qin’s own military strength, though considerable in raw numerical terms, remained badly dispersed and scattered, and its own overall command proved genuinely inept and poorly coordinated throughout. Fu Jian’s own firm resolve to destroy the Eastern Jin dynasty, together with his own decision to commit a massive force of 900,000 troops, advancing along multiple separate routes with the central column serving as the main strength of the invasion, converging in a coordinated assault on Jiankang itself, was not, in itself, an unreasonable strategic decision. But the fatal flaw underlying this particular plan lay in the fact that it provided only for strategic-level division of the invading force into separate columns, without any genuine strategic-level coordination between them. Each of these separate Qin armies operated essentially independently of the others, so that, by the time the decisive battle actually took place, only the vanguard forces of the central column had actually managed to reach the battlefield in time, while every other column remained, in practice, positioned far away from the actual scene of the decisive engagement. The forces of Murong Chui, advancing from the direction of Xiangyang, had reached only as far as Yun City before halting their own advance entirely; the armies of the eastern provinces of You and Ji, too, having reached only as far south as Pengcheng, never advanced any further, nor did they provide any subsequent support whatsoever; the forces of Liangzhou had only just reached Xianyang by the time the decisive battle at the Fei River had already concluded entirely; and the forces of Yao Chang and others, advancing downstream along the Yangtze from the Shu region, showed no sign whatsoever of active engagement in the fighting either. In this way, although Former Qin’s invasion force appeared, on the surface, to consist of numerous separate armies advancing simultaneously along multiple fronts, presenting an outwardly formidable spectacle of “a thousand li from east to west, advancing by both land and water simultaneously, with a combined fleet of 10,000 vessels,” the central column, in practice, advanced with reckless and excessive haste, far outpacing the more sluggish advance of the eastern and western columns. At the campaign level, the excessive distance separating the forward elements of the central column’s own main strength from the forces following behind it left the army as a whole unable to provide adequate mutual support along its own front and rear — thereby effectively dissipating what ought, by rights, to have been an overwhelming numerical advantage.

As a direct result of this fundamental strategic flaw, the actual Former Qin forces genuinely available for direct participation in the fighting numbered only 300,000-odd in total; of these, a portion were annihilated at Luojian, and a further portion remained tied down besieging Xiashi, leaving only some 200,000 troops actually committed to the decisive battle at the Fei River itself — meaning that what had, on paper, appeared to be an overwhelming Qin numerical advantage had, in practice, become nothing more than a comparatively modest relative advantage instead. And these 200,000-odd troops, moreover, remained concentrated chiefly along the banks of the Fei River and in the vicinity of Shouyang, advancing in dangerous isolation, with no flank protection or logistical support whatsoever to speak of. Because Qin’s own forces had, in this way, become so badly dispersed and scattered, Eastern Jin forces found themselves presented with a genuine opportunity to concentrate their own strength and defeat the Qin army piecemeal, one segment at a time. The moment Former Qin’s forces suffered their initial defeat at Luojian, they lost a further 50,000 troops in the process, and their own already-diminished numerical advantage was correspondingly further reduced still. Fu Jian’s own decision to abandon the main body of his own army entirely, personally leading a mere 8,000 light cavalry to the front lines instead, threw his own overall command structure and broader campaign-level dispositions into genuine disarray — a further and genuinely serious command error on his own part. Had Fu Jian, at the very outset of the campaign, instead heeded the counsel of the monk Dao’an, remaining behind at his own capital, or at Luoyang, or, at the very least, establishing his own headquarters at Xiang City and remaining there throughout the campaign, holding firm to his own main base of operations, maintaining a genuinely comprehensive overview of the entire campaign, and directing and coordinating the movements of his own various armies in a properly unified and coordinated fashion, allowing each of his separate columns to advance together in genuine, close coordination with one another, this, too, would have represented a genuinely viable and sound strategic approach. Had Fu Jian proceeded in this fashion, then, even had Former Qin forces still suffered the same initial setbacks at Luojian and the Fei River, these localized defeats would never have been allowed to precipitate the kind of total, catastrophic collapse of the entire campaign that ultimately occurred. Beyond this, the fact that Former Qin’s forces, over the course of the actual fighting, consistently found themselves reduced to a passive, purely defensive posture, reacting to Eastern Jin’s own initiatives rather than seizing the initiative themselves, likewise stands as a further, genuinely significant manifestation of the broader tactical failures that plagued Former Qin’s own conduct of the war. Although Former Qin’s own southward advance was, in overall strategic terms, unquestionably an offensive campaign, in terms of the actual tactics employed at the campaign and battle level, Qin forces displayed a fundamentally passive and reactive posture throughout. In particular, once Fu Rong had succeeded in seizing Shouyang, rather than proactively pressing the attack against the main strength of the Eastern Jin army, Qin forces instead chose to deploy their several hundred thousand troops in a static defensive line along the Fei River and Shouyang, adopting a fundamentally passive defensive posture instead. This particular decision left Former Qin forces in an increasingly disadvantageous, reactive strategic position, and ultimately gave Eastern Jin forces precisely the opportunity they needed to exploit this weakness decisively.

Eastern Jin, by contrast, adopted a strategic doctrine of active, proactive defense, concentrating the primary focus of its own defensive effort along the middle section of the Huai River front — a decision that reflected both an accurate assessment of the enemy’s own actual intentions and capabilities, and a realistic appraisal of Eastern Jin’s own genuine strength and resources. In terms of actual operational command, Xie Shi, Xie Xuan, and other Eastern Jin commanders, too, displayed genuinely commendable strategic and tactical judgment on numerous occasions over the course of the campaign. They proved skillful, for instance, in recognizing and seizing genuinely favorable opportunities as they arose — once the fighting at Luojian had actually begun, Eastern Jin forces proved able to exploit the dispersal of Qin’s own strength, shifting decisively from a defensive to an offensive posture and thereby securing their own first significant victory of the campaign; and, at the decisive engagement at the Fei River itself, Eastern Jin forces likewise made skillful use of the disconnect between Qin’s own forward elements and the main body of the Qin army, together with the resulting disarray in Qin’s own battle formation, to launch a bold and decisive assault at precisely the right moment, pressing their own advantage through vigorous pursuit and thereby expanding upon their own initial success, ultimately securing an overwhelming and decisive victory in the war as a whole. Xie Shi and Xie Xuan, too, proved genuinely skillful in making full use of their own particular strengths so as to strike at the enemy’s own particular weaknesses. In the decisive engagement at the Fei River, Eastern Jin forces made full and effective use of their own naval capability throughout: in the course of offensive operations, Eastern Jin’s own naval forces conducted flanking maneuvers against the rear of the Qin army, seizing strategically important positions, or else advanced by both land and water simultaneously, so as to pin down and divide the enemy’s own strength; and, in the course of defensive operations, Eastern Jin’s own naval forces coordinated closely with infantry and cavalry forces alike in holding strategically vital positions, so as to prevent Qin forces from successfully crossing the river.







Chapter 35: The Mongol Western Expeditions (1217–1260)

The Mongol western expeditions refer to the series of wars, waged during the first half of the 13th century, through which the Mongol Empire conquered Central Asia and Eastern Europe. These western expeditions may be divided into three distinct campaigns: the first, led personally by Genghis Khan, from 1217 to 1225; the second, led by Batu Khan, from 1236 to 1241; and the third, led by Hulagu Khan, from 1253 to 1260. Genghis Khan and his own successors, through more than fifty years of sustained military conquest, subjugated an extraordinary number of states across the Eurasian landmass, extending Mongol territory across a truly vast expanse of land. Centered on Mongolia itself, the Mongols established a sprawling empire spanning the Eurasian continent, comprising the Golden Horde (Kipchak Khanate), the Chagatai Khanate, the Ögedei Khanate, and the Ilkhanate — an empire whose military achievements and territorial extent remain, to this day, genuinely unprecedented in scale, one never since equaled by any other power in world history. We ought to approach the systematic study of this particular battle case from the standpoint of historical materialism. Through prolonged military practice conducted over an extraordinarily broad geographic expanse and across an extended historical period, the Mongol Empire developed its own genuinely distinctive body of military theory and practice — what might be termed “Mongol military science” — which occupies an important place within the broader history of world military affairs and within the broader theoretical framework of military science more generally, offering us valuable and multifaceted insight even today.


I. Background to the War

The Mongols were an ancient people native to the northern regions of China, who, for a prolonged period, maintained a primitive, nomadic pastoral way of life. By the 12th century, throughout the vast expanse of territory north of the Great Wall, south of Lake Baikal, east from the Greater Khingan mountain range, and west to the Altai Mountains, numerous distinct Mongol tribal groups had come into being. As Mongol society’s own productive capacity continued to develop, the primitive communal social order of earlier centuries gradually broke down, giving rise to the emergence of private property; by the late 12th and early 13th centuries, the various Mongol tribes found themselves confronting an increasingly urgent need for genuine political unification. Temüjin, chieftain of the Borjigin clan, played a crucially important role in the eventual unification of the Mongol peoples, successively defeating the Tatar, Kerait, Naiman, and Merkit tribal confederations. In the end, all seventy-two of the various tribal groups scattered across the Mongolian plateau, large and small alike, submitted to Temüjin’s own authority. In 1206, the assembled chieftains of every Mongol tribe convened a great assembly (kurultai) along the banks of the Onon River (present-day Onon River), where Temüjin was formally proclaimed Genghis Khan.

Genghis Khan’s own royal court developed out of the traditional pastoral aristocratic governing structures of the Mongol steppe, evolving gradually into the administrative apparatus of a genuine feudal state, oriented primarily around nomadic military campaigns. Following the establishment of the Mongol state, the great mass of the population, previously organized according to traditional tribal affiliation, was reorganized instead into a unified system of military-administrative units known as “thousand-households” (minghan) — a reorganization that effectively dissolved the old tribal boundaries entirely, giving rise, for the first time, to a genuinely unified Mongol national identity. Genghis Khan himself played an actively constructive historical role in bringing about this transformation. Neighboring peoples such as the Kyrgyz, the Oirat, and the Karluk successively submitted to Genghis Khan’s own authority, in 1207, 1209, and 1211 respectively.

Once Genghis Khan had succeeded in establishing a powerful, unified Mongol state, the Mongol aristocracy, driven by their own ambition for continued outward expansion, launched a series of successive wars of plunder and conquest. The primary axes of these military campaigns lay to the south and to the west: the southward campaigns targeted chiefly the Southern Song dynasty and the Jin dynasty; the western campaigns targeted the various states of Central Asia and Eastern Europe. The Mongols accordingly established Karakorum as the central hub of their own empire, launching outward military campaigns from this central base in every direction. Their broader strategic approach was as follows: employing offensive momentum as their primary guiding principle, and mobile, surprise assault as their primary operational method, they would first defeat whichever nearby adversary posed the most immediate threat, thereby using their own newly conquered territory to shield and secure their own rear areas; they would then continue this same process outward, befriending distant powers while attacking those closer at hand, advancing steadily outward step by step, continually expanding the boundaries of their own empire.



II. The Course of the Campaign

(1) Genghis Khan’s Western Expedition

In 1216, even as Mongol forces were, for the second time, advancing south to capture the Jin capital of Zhongdu (present-day Beijing) and to raid Nanjing, Küchlüg, son of Tayang Khan of the Naiman tribal confederation, seized control of the Qara Khitai (Western Liao) state (present-day Xinjiang and the regions further west), and dispatched agents to the former Naiman homeland in an attempt to reestablish his own authority there. The following year, Genghis Khan dispatched his own celebrated general Jebe, leading a force of 20,000 troops, to destroy the Qara Khitai state entirely, publicly executing Küchlüg — thereby opening the very first chapter of the broader Mongol western expeditions that would follow.

1. The Mongol Army’s Piecemeal Destruction of the Khwarazmian Empire

Once Mongol forces had secured control over Qara Khitai, their own territory now bordered directly on the Khwarazmian Empire (encompassing present-day Iran, Pakistan, and Afghanistan). At the outset, Genghis Khan proactively wrote to Muhammad II, the Khwarazm-Shah, a ruler commanding both a populous empire and a formidable military, proposing a relationship of peaceful, mutual trade and coexistence between their two realms. But the Khwarazm-Shah, upon reading Genghis Khan’s own letter, took considerable offense at what he perceived as its “arrogant and presumptuous tone.” Before long, one of his own border commanders had a Mongol delegation of envoys and merchants, more than 450 strong, put to death, and seized their goods and possessions as well. On learning of this outrage, Genghis Khan was consumed with fury, regarding this as an unforgivable humiliation, and swore to avenge it. He accordingly appointed Muqali as Grand Preceptor, entrusting him with continuing the ongoing campaign against the Jin dynasty in the south, while he himself personally led a force he proudly proclaimed to number 600,000, launching a massive western campaign against the Khwarazmian Empire.

Although the Khwarazmian Empire held a considerable numerical advantage in troops, Muhammad II had dispersed his own forces thinly across numerous fortified positions along the Syr Darya River defensive line and throughout the Amu Darya region, so that the actual garrison strength at any given individual position remained comparatively modest. Genghis Khan advanced by way of the middle reaches of the Syr Darya, near Otrar, and, once Mongol forces had penetrated into Khwarazmian territory, divided his own army into multiple separate columns to press the offensive along several fronts simultaneously. Chagatai and Ögedei, two of Genghis Khan’s own sons, led a Mongol column into this same region as well, exploiting the Khwarazmian Empire’s own dispersed defensive positions to defeat the enemy piecemeal, city by city. Jochi, Genghis Khan’s eldest son, led a further column south along the Syr Darya, capturing Sighnaq (opposite present-day Turkestan, Kazakhstan) and Jand (near present-day left bank of the Syr Darya), before continuing his own advance upstream along the Syr Darya; having captured Barchkent, Jochi’s forces laid siege to Jand itself, whose garrison commander, Kutlugh Khan, seeing that the situation had grown hopeless, escaped downstream by small boat under cover of night; before long, this city, too, fell to the advancing Mongol forces.

Genghis Khan himself, together with his youngest son, Tolui, leading the main body of the Mongol army, set out for Bukhara, laying siege to the city in February of 1220. The Turkic garrison forces defending the city attempted to break through the Mongol encirclement and escape, but ultimately failed, and were instead cut down and scattered by the pursuing Mongol forces; the city itself subsequently fell. Having captured Bukhara, Genghis Khan continued his own advance toward Samarkand, the Khwarazmian capital. Outside the city walls, Genghis Khan joined forces with Chagatai and Ögedei, who had only recently completed their own capture of Otrar. With the combined strength of these several Mongol columns now united in a single overwhelming force, the Mongols launched their assault against Samarkand. Although a portion of the city’s population consisted of ethnic Persians, who fought with genuinely desperate resolve in their own defense, they nevertheless proved unable to withstand the Mongol assault; after five days of siege, Samarkand, too, finally fell.

2. The Mongol Army’s Mopping-Up of the Remaining Khwarazmian Resistance

Having lost his own empire and his own homeland, Muhammad II, the fallen Khwarazm-Shah, immediately began a desperate flight, first taking refuge at Balkh, before continuing on to western Khurasan, seeking sanctuary at Nishapur. Even while sheltering at Nishapur, Muhammad remained genuinely terrified, feeling himself still in danger, and continued his own flight, eventually reaching Ilaq — present-day Ashuradeh Island, northwest of the border city of Astara — along the very frontier of his own former empire. Genghis Khan’s own two finest generals, Jebe and Subutai, pursued the fleeing Khwarazm-Shah relentlessly, plundering the towns of Tus, Damghan, and Samnan along the way. Muhammad, however, succeeded in evading their pursuit, ultimately fleeing to a small island in the Caspian Sea, where he died, impoverished and exhausted, in December of 1220.

Although the Khwarazmian Empire had, by this point, already been destroyed entirely, Jalal al-Din, son of the fallen Khwarazm-Shah, nevertheless succeeded in escaping the pursuing Mongol forces, reorganizing a fresh army of his own at Ghazni, in the mountainous region of Afghanistan. Relying on this reconstituted force, he even succeeded in defeating a Mongol army, commanded by Shigi Qutuqu, at Parwan, north of Kabul. Genghis Khan, unwilling to tolerate so humiliating a setback, resolved to march personally against Ghazni himself, so as to avenge the defeat Shigi Qutuqu had suffered there.

Jalal al-Din proved, in the end, no genuine match for Genghis Khan. Before Genghis Khan’s own forces could even arrive to redirect the course of the campaign, Jalal al-Din had already led his own forces in retreat. The city of Ghazni itself surrendered without offering any resistance whatsoever — but Genghis Khan, unwilling to allow his own pursuit of Jalal al-Din to be delayed by the need to deal with the city itself, pressed on relentlessly in pursuit, finally catching up with Jalal al-Din along the banks of the Indus River, where the two sides fought a fierce and decisive engagement. In the course of this battle, Jalal al-Din personally led his own troops from the very front of the fighting, displaying truly formidable courage and skill in battle; and yet, despite his own valiant efforts, his own forces, hopelessly outnumbered by the Mongol army confronting them, were ultimately annihilated in the ensuing engagement. Jalal al-Din himself mounted a swift horse and fled the battlefield, crossing the Indus River, his own subsequent fate remaining forever unknown.

3. Jebe and Subutai’s Advance into Persia and Russia

Having completed their own pursuit of Muhammad, Jebe and Subutai did not halt their own westward advance, but instead continued pressing forward, crossing the Mugan plain and advancing north into Georgia. Georgia was, at the time, a Christian kingdom, then flourishing under the prosperous rule of King George IV Lasha. Facing determined Georgian resistance, the Mongols confined their own military activity to a series of localized raids in the southern portion of the kingdom. The Mongols subsequently pressed on into the steppe region north of the Caucasus Mountains.

The Caucasus region at the time was home to the Alans, the various peoples of the Caucasus proper, the Circassians, and the Cuman-Kipchak Turks. The moment Mongol forces arrived in this region, they encountered fierce resistance from the local peoples there, who formed a united front against them. And yet these local forces proved no genuine match for the Mongol army, and the allied local forces suffered a decisive defeat. The Kipchaks appealed to the Rus’ principalities for assistance, and received their support. Before long, under the joint leadership of the princes of Kiev and Smolensk, a Rus’ army 80,000 strong advanced along the Dnieper River, reaching Oleshye, near Alexandria. The Mongols initially withdrew without engaging this force directly, waiting until the enemy’s own patience had grown thin and the various contingents of the Rus’ army had become badly dispersed from one another before finally offering battle. On May 31, 1222, the combined Rus’ forces and the Mongol army fought a decisive engagement on the steppe near the Kalka River. Mongol forces first struck at the left flank of the Rus’ formation, commanded by the Prince of Smolensk; unable to withstand the ferocity of the Mongol assault, the Prince of Smolensk’s forces broke and fled. Mstislav, Grand Prince of Kiev, fought on alone within his own fortified encampment, engaging in fierce and bloody combat, but was ultimately annihilated by the Mongol forces as well.

Jebe and Subutai subsequently crossed the Volga River, striking at the Volga Bulgars settled along the Kama River and the Cuman Kipchaks settled in the Ural Mountains region. After a continuous string of further victories, Jebe and Subutai finally rejoined Genghis Khan’s own main army, on the steppe north of the Syr Darya River, in a moment of triumphant reunion.

In the spring of 1225, Genghis Khan returned at last to Mongolia. Over the course of this western campaign, Genghis Khan had commanded an army numbering in the millions, campaigning across a distance of tens of thousands of li, over a period spanning seven full years, extending Mongol territory as far west as present-day Central Asia. Having returned east in January of 1225, Genghis Khan divided the newly conquered western territories among his own four sons: to the east, the original Mongol homeland along the Onon and Kherlen rivers, he granted to his youngest son, Tolui; the northwestern Mongol territory, he granted to his third son, Ögedei; the Central Asian region along the upper reaches of the Syr Darya River, he granted to his second son, Chagatai; and the westernmost territories — the Kipchak steppe (bordering the Caspian Sea) and the former Khwarazmian territory — he granted to his eldest son, Jochi. On August 18, 1227, Genghis Khan, still suffering from a wound he had never fully recovered from, died of illness at Liupanshan; Ögedei succeeded him as Great Khan.

(2) Batu Khan’s Western Expedition

In 1236, Ögedei, at a formal kurultai assembly, resolved to concentrate an army 150,000 strong, dispatching it on a campaign to conquer Europe. This army was nominally commanded by Batu Khan, whose own khanate lay far to the west, along the Caspian Sea and the Ural steppe — but true overall command actually rested with Subutai, the very general who had earlier conquered Persia, Russia, and part of China. Subutai stood as Genghis Khan’s own single most formidable and celebrated general; by this point already more than sixty years of age, he had first made his own reputation during the earlier campaign against the Khwarazmian Empire, and, over the course of his own long and illustrious military career, personally directed more than sixty separate military campaigns without ever once suffering a genuine defeat.

1. The Mongol Army’s Pacification of Russia

At the very outset of this campaign, Batu Khan, in his own initial council of war, identified two principal threats confronting any Mongol advance into Russia: the Volga Bulgars to the right, and the Cuman Kipchaks to the left. He accordingly resolved that a portion of his own forces would first eliminate these two flanking threats, before then committing the full strength of the Mongol army to the main assault against Russia itself. At the end of 1236, Batu Khan dispatched Subutai, leading the main strength of his own army, to strike against the Volga Bulgars, capturing their own capital city, Bolghar, in a single decisive stroke, and forcing the Bulgars to submit and pay tribute. In the spring and summer of the following year, he further ordered Möngke to strike against the Cuman Kipchaks, capturing and executing their own chieftain, Bachman. Before long, the various tribes settled along the banks of the Volga River — the Burtas, the Mordvins, and others — all found themselves thoroughly cowed and submitted to Mongol authority, and the entire region north of the Caspian Sea fell under Mongol control.

Having secured control over the region north of the Caspian Sea and the Caucasus Mountains, Mongol forces advanced from the southeast into Russian territory proper. In December of 1236, Mongol forces captured the two cities of Ryazan and Kolomna, south of Moscow. From this point on, Mongol forces converged on Moscow itself from both the east and south simultaneously. Overwhelmed by the sheer might of the advancing Mongol army, the defenders of Moscow dared not venture out to engage them in open battle, choosing instead to hold their ground within the city, hoping to withstand the siege from behind their own fortified walls. But Mongol forces, employing siege tactics they had themselves learned from their own earlier campaigns in the east, used incendiary weapons to conduct sustained bombardment against the city’s own southwestern corner, forcing the local population of the surrounding towns to serve as human shields in the vanguard of their own assault, pressing the attack relentlessly, day and night without pause. After five days of this relentless siege, the defenders of Moscow, utterly exhausted, found their own city walls riddled with countless breaches, and the city, at last, fell to the advancing Mongol forces.

In the winter of 1238, Mongol forces continued their advance eastward toward the Vladimir region, winning one battle after another in rapid succession, first capturing several cities in the northern part of the region before completing the encirclement of Vladimir, the regional capital, itself. Mongol forces subsequently launched a sustained and relentless assault against the city; the city’s own defending commander, Prince Vsevolod Yurievich, together with his own two sons, were all killed in the fighting, and the city itself ultimately fell. In February of the following year, Batu Khan divided his own forces to sweep through northern Russian territory, successively capturing twelve cities of various sizes across the northern Russian steppe. Mongol forces then advanced north toward Novgorod, but, finding their own advance hampered by the muddy, waterlogged terrain along the route, redirected their own offensive instead toward southwestern Russia, striking at the important western Russian city of Kozelsk. This particular engagement stands as one of the single most brutal and costly battles of the entire Mongol western campaign. Mongol forces, having completed the encirclement of the city, found that the defenders and civilian population of Kozelsk, keenly aware of the Mongols’ own well-known practice of massacring the inhabitants of any city that had inflicted heavy casualties upon them during a siege, resolved to unite in genuinely desperate, unified resistance, fighting to the very death. This particular city, moreover, proved genuinely well-stocked with military supplies and logistical reserves, allowing it to sustain a genuinely protracted defense, and the two sides accordingly settled into a prolonged standoff, neither side able to secure a decisive advantage. With no other option remaining, Mongol forces resolved to concentrate the combined strength of several separate columns, focusing their entire combined effort on capturing this single city. After more than two months of continuous, unrelenting assault, Kozelsk finally fell — but Mongol forces, too, paid a genuinely enormous price for this victory, suffering more than 4,000 casualties before the city’s own walls.

In the autumn of 1239, Batu Khan ordered the main body of his own army to advance southeast, toward the lower reaches of the Volga and Don rivers; as Mongol forces advanced, one tribal group after another submitted to their authority without further resistance, and, within the span of just a few months, Mongol forces had succeeded in pacifying the whole of southeastern Russia. In early 1240, Mongol forces occupied southern Russia, first forcing the Cumans of the Crimea into submission, before capturing the city of Cherven, and then continuing their advance northeast to plunder the region around Kachevya, advancing as far east as the Don River — thereby cutting off any possible southern Russian relief that might otherwise have come to the aid of Kiev, the great Russian metropolis. In early July, Batu Khan dispatched an envoy to Kiev, urging Prince Michael of Chernigov and the Slavic population of the city to surrender, promising to guarantee the safety of Kiev’s own population should the city do so. But Prince Michael, disregarding the overwhelming disparity in strength between the two sides, remained entirely unmoved by this offer, executing the Mongol envoy instead and formally declaring, before the assembled population of the city, his own unwavering resolve to resist — thereby placing the entire city in a position from which there could be no turning back, hoping thereby to inspire the courage and resolve of his own people to resist to the very last. On learning that his own envoy had been executed, Batu Khan flew into a towering rage, and immediately ordered every one of his own armies to converge upon Kiev, launching a fierce and relentless assault against the city. The defenders of Kiev fought with genuinely desperate courage, holding their ground with stubborn resolve, but ultimately proved unable to withstand the ferocity of the Mongol assault; in early December, the city’s own defenses were finally breached. With this, Mongol forces had completed their own conquest of the whole of Russia.

2. The Mongol Army’s Defeat of the Combined Polish Forces

In the winter of 1240, Mongol forces paused to rest and reorganize in the region of Galicia. During this period, Subutai conducted a careful and thorough assessment of the actual military strength of Central Europe, concluding that, unless the Mongols first succeeded in breaking the remaining military strength of Central Europe, their own conquest of Russia could not be considered genuinely secure. Batu Khan responded with considerable enthusiasm to Subutai’s own proposal that the Mongol western campaign continue, pressing onward to invade Hungary as well. The Mongol army was accordingly divided into three separate columns. The right column, commanded by Baidar, son of Chagatai, and Kadan, grandson of Ögedei, comprising some 20,000 troops in total, advanced rapidly northward, sweeping through East Prussia, with its spearhead directed squarely at Poland — the objective being to prevent Bolesław V, King of Poland and brother-in-law of King Béla IV of Hungary, from dispatching Polish forces to reinforce Hungary. Batu Khan himself, together with Subutai, personally led the central column, some 40,000 troops in total, advancing steadily toward Hungary; and Kadan, son of Ögedei, led the left column, some 10,000 troops in total, providing flank support for the main advance.

The right column of the Mongol army, commanded by Baidar, encountered the combined Polish forces, commanded by Duke Henry II the Pious of Silesia, cousin of King Bolesław. Henry deployed the combined Polish forces at Wahlstatt, near the city of Legnica, hoping to force a decisive engagement against the Mongol right column there.

Once Henry had completed his own battle formation, he formed his own forces into an unusually broad frontal line, before then launching a coordinated charge, hoping to force the Mongols into direct engagement. Henry’s own tactical approach appeared, at first, to achieve considerable success; the comparatively lightly armed Mongol cavalry proved unable to withstand the sheer, overwhelming momentum of the Polish combined charge, and began to fall back in retreat. Seeing the great banner of Baidar, the Mongol commander, likewise beginning to withdraw, Henry concluded that the Mongol army had, in fact, already been decisively defeated, and accordingly ordered his own forces to press their pursuit with everything they had. Polish knights, each eager to outdo the others, pressed forward without restraint, their own original battle formation quickly falling into considerable disarray, with their own infantry left trailing far behind.

The combined Polish forces, however, remained entirely unaware that they had, in fact, already fallen directly into a carefully prepared Mongol trap. The retreating Mongol light cavalry swiftly circled back around, encircling the Polish cavalry from both flanks and from the rear; a substantial force of heavy cavalry, secretly positioned in ambush beforehand, now suddenly emerged as well, cutting off the Polish forces’ own route of retreat entirely — and only now did the genuine fighting truly begin. The heavy cavalry of the Mongol army now launched a fierce charge of their own, surrounding and cutting down the thoroughly disoriented European knights with their long spears and cavalry sabers. As Mongol forces engaged the Polish cavalry, they released a dense cloud of smoke across the middle of the battlefield, obscuring the vision of the Polish infantry entirely. The Polish infantry, with no idea whatsoever of the true situation unfolding before them, charged directly into the Mongol trap, and were annihilated entirely as a result. Duke Henry himself, together with several other Polish nobles, was killed fighting valiantly in the battle; the entire contingent of Knights Templar taking part in the campaign was likewise wiped out entirely. The Grand Master of the Teutonic Knights, too, suffered severe wounds in the fighting, dying two months later from complications arising from his own injuries. In this single engagement at Wahlstatt, the combined Polish forces suffered 25,000 killed, while Mongol casualties totaled fewer than 10,000.

3. The Mongol Army’s Defeat of the Combined Hungarian Forces

On this very same day that the combined Polish forces met their own catastrophic defeat at the hands of the Mongol right column, Béla IV, King of Hungary, leading an army 70,000 strong, marched north from Buda to confront the advancing Mongol central column. The main Mongol army appeared, at first, entirely reluctant to force a decisive engagement with the Hungarian army, continuing to withdraw all the way to the Sajó plain, before finally crossing a bridge to the eastern bank of the Sajó River and disappearing from view into the surrounding forest. Béla led his own forces to establish a fortified encampment along the western bank of the Sajó River, arranging his own supply wagons in a continuous, unbroken ring so as to form a defensive perimeter — a tactic reminiscent of the very same defensive circle-wagon formation the ancient Hun king Attila himself had once employed, centuries before.

At dawn on April 11, 1241, the main Mongol army forded the Sajó River a few kilometers south of the main Hungarian encampment, launching a sudden surprise assault against the Hungarian forces there. The Hungarian army immediately collapsed into disarray, with troops trampling one another in their own desperate scramble to flee. It was at precisely this moment that Subutai, leading a force of 30,000 cavalry, launched a sudden assault from the rear, completing the encirclement of the Hungarian combined forces. The Hungarian encampment collapsed entirely into chaos and confusion, its defenders fleeing in every direction. Béla himself, together with what remained of his own forces, withdrew to the fortified encampment along the banks of the Sajó River, mounting a last, desperate defense there.

In the course of the fighting, the Hungarian forces suddenly discovered a single gap in the western portion of the Mongol encirclement; a number of particularly bold Hungarian cavalrymen seized this opportunity to break out through this apparent gap, escaping entirely unharmed. Having lost all sense of rational judgment, the remaining Hungarian forces scrambled desperately to follow suit, rushing to escape through this same gap as well. But the fleeing Hungarians soon discovered that they had not, in fact, traveled very far at all before large numbers of Mongol cavalry, having flanked them from both sides, caught up with them once again, driving the fleeing Hungarian remnants together into a tightly compressed mass; dense volleys of Mongol arrows rained down upon the trapped Europeans, and any Hungarian soldier struck down by these arrows was promptly finished off by Mongol cavalry wielding spears and sabers. Of the 70,000-strong Hungarian army that had set out for the Battle of Mohi, fewer than 10,000 survived. King Béla himself, protected by his own desperately fighting personal guard, managed to escape; with Mongol forces pressing their pursuit relentlessly, Béla fled all the way to Croatia, finally taking refuge on a small island, where he at last managed to save his own life.

The main Mongol army remained in Hungary for a full year afterward, methodically extinguishing scattered pockets of resistance throughout the country. In December of 1241, Ögedei Khan, the Great Khan, died. In accordance with Mongol tradition, every prince of the Mongol royal house was required to attend a great kurultai assembly at Karakorum, so as to select a new Great Khan. With this, the second Mongol western expedition came to its final conclusion.

(3) Hulagu Khan’s Western Expedition

Having completed two successive western campaigns, Mongol strength now extended from Central Asia across the whole of Europe, and, with their own rear areas now thoroughly secured, Mongol national power continued to grow with each passing day. The various smaller states of the western regions had, by this point, all submitted to Mongol authority as tributary vassals, with only the Nizari Ismaili state within Persian territory (the so-called “Assassins”) and the Abbasid Caliphate still maintaining their own genuine independence. The moment Möngke Khan assumed the position of Great Khan, he dispatched his own younger brother, Hulagu, to lead a fresh western campaign. Hulagu’s own broader strategic conception called for using the Mongol army as the core striking force of this campaign, supplemented by contingents drawn from the various vassal khanates, so as to annihilate the Nizari Ismaili state in a single decisive stroke; Hulagu would then proceed to conquer the Abbasid Caliphate, Syria, Egypt, and other states in turn, so as to thoroughly pacify the whole of Persian territory and establish an entirely new khanate of his own there.

1. The Mongol Conquest of Persia and the Ismaili “Assassin” Sect

In 1256, Hulagu led an army 150,000 strong on a campaign against Persia and the Arab world. This particular campaign amounted, in effect, to a genuine Mongol crusade; the army included several tens of thousands of troops drawn from various Christian vassal states, with Hetum I, King of Cilician Armenia, personally leading a force of 20,000 Armenian armored cavalry at the very front of the advance. Prominent Christians serving within the Mongol ranks also included Hulagu’s own trusted general, Kitbuqa.

The Mongol general Baiju, who had spent eight years serving as governor of Khorasan (present-day eastern Iran), had, by this point, already thoroughly eliminated the last remaining resistance forces of the former Khwarazmian Empire within Persian territory; as a direct result, the various states of Persia surrendered to the advancing Mongol army wherever it appeared, offering no meaningful resistance whatsoever. With this, Hulagu began turning his own attention to the task of eliminating the Ismaili “Assassin” sect entirely.

The Ismaili “Assassins” were an extremist sect belonging to the Nizari branch of Shia Islam. This particular group had established its own base of operations within the precipitous mountains of the Alamut region, in the northwestern part of the Iranian plateau, constructing more than 100 fortified strongholds atop sheer cliff faces there — strongholds popularly known as “Eagle’s Nests.” The “Assassins” stand, arguably, as the very earliest terrorist organization in world history; carrying poisoned daggers concealed on their own persons, these agents were dispatched by their own religious leader to assassinate prominent Sunni Muslim figures throughout the Arab world. Later, the “Assassins’” own leader, Rukn al-Din Khurshah, went so far as to dispatch 400 disguised assassins to Karakorum, the very capital of the Mongol Empire itself, in an attempt to assassinate the Great Khan there — an attempt Mongol forces successfully intercepted, and one that ultimately prompted Möngke Khan to resolve firmly on the complete elimination of this particular organization once and for all.

The “Assassins” continued to hold out within more than 100 of their own fortified mountain strongholds, refusing to surrender, and Rukn al-Din, their own religious leader, remained entirely unaware that Hulagu’s own western expedition included a contingent of engineering troops, 10,000 strong, drawn from China — troops that gave the Mongol army an unprecedented capacity to conduct effective siege warfare against fortified mountain strongholds of this kind. As Mongol siege engines began battering the fortified cliffside walls of these mountain strongholds, and as Mongol forces coordinated their own siege operations with genuinely skillful precision, the strongholds of the “Assassin” sect fell, one after another, in remarkably quick succession; Rukn al-Din himself was captured alive. On witnessing this development, the remaining strongholds of the “Assassin” sect submitted to Mongol authority without further resistance, surrendering upon hearing news of this defeat alone.

2. The Mongol Destruction of the Abbasid Caliphate (Present-Day Syria and Iraq)

In January of 1258, Hulagu’s own Mongol army entered the Mesopotamian plain, and subsequently dispatched an envoy demanding the surrender of Al-Musta’sim, the reigning Abbasid Caliph — a demand the Caliph refused. Mongol forces then advanced to besiege Baghdad itself; Al-Musta’sim dispatched a force of 20,000 Mamluk cavalry to meet the advancing Mongol army in open battle, inflicting a minor setback on the Mongol general Baiju’s own forces, before establishing their own encampment outside the city walls. That very night, however, Mongol forces breached the dikes along the Tigris River, flooding the Mamluk encampment entirely and annihilating this entire Mamluk force in the process. The main Mongol army then completed the encirclement of Baghdad itself, digging a trench entirely encircling the city so as to prevent any Arab defenders from escaping, while Mongol engineering troops simultaneously erected several hundred massive siege catapults, preparing for the coming assault. Because Mongol forces had advanced with such remarkable speed, the stone ammunition their siege catapults required had not yet arrived in time; Mongol engineering troops accordingly dismantled several nearby mosques instead, using the resulting large stone blocks as improvised ammunition. The formal assault against the city began on January 30. After seven days of relentless, punishing bombardment, multiple sections of Baghdad’s own eastern city wall collapsed entirely, and Mongol forces poured into the city; Baghdad fell soon afterward.

With this, the Mamluk regime of Egypt remained the sole surviving military power of any real substance still standing within the entire Islamic world. Unwilling to simply await his own inevitable destruction, Qutuz, the Mamluk Sultan of Egypt, in August of 1260, led an army 120,000 strong, setting out from Cairo toward Syria, to confront the Mongol army there in a decisive engagement. Qutuz understood full well that the very survival of the entire Islamic world hung in the balance in this coming battle — should he fail, he knew, Islamic political authority throughout the region would cease to exist entirely.

Just as Hulagu was preparing to press his own advance against Jerusalem and Egypt, a messenger arrived from China bearing news that Möngke Khan, the Great Khan, had died. History, in this way, repeated itself in a genuinely remarkable fashion: just as Ögedei Khan’s own death had once spared Europe from the trampling advance of Batu Khan’s Mongol army years before, so too did Möngke Khan’s own death now spare the Islamic world from a very similar fate. Hulagu immediately led the main body of his own army back east, so as to support his own elder brother, Kublai, in the coming succession struggle for the position of Great Khan, leaving behind only Kitbuqa, with a force of 20,000 troops, to hold Damascus.

3. The Decisive Engagement Between the Mongol Army and the Egyptian Mamluks at Ain Jalut

On September 3, 1260, the main Mamluk army encountered Kitbuqa’s own Mongol forces at Ain Jalut, in northern Palestine. Although the Mamluk army considerably outnumbered the Mongol forces confronting them, Kitbuqa himself remained genuinely calm and composed, projecting an air of steady, unshakeable confidence that spread to every Mongol soldier under his own command. The Mamluk camp, by contrast, remained noticeably tense and anxious throughout, with even Qutuz himself, together with his own ordinary soldiers, betraying a certain nervous unease. Although the Mamluk army was widely recognized, throughout the Islamic world, as a genuinely formidable and elite fighting force, the Mongol army, over the course of several decades of continuous military conquest, had, by this point, become the stuff of legend — a force that, wherever it went, had never once been decisively defeated in open battle. Once the decisive engagement finally began, Mongol forces took the initiative, launching the first assault; under the ferocious charge of the Mongol cavalry, the Mamluk battle line appeared, at first, dangerously fragile and on the verge of collapse, quickly giving ground and beginning to retreat.

Watching his own army on the very verge of total collapse, Qutuz cried out, “For the sake of Islam!” and personally charged, alone, into the very heart of the Mongol formation, wielding his own Damascus saber with tremendous, furious force, cutting down everything in his own path. Qutuz’s own heroic example reignited the courage of his own Mamluk soldiers, who began fighting back fiercely against the Mongol cavalry with their own sabers. Mongol light cavalry, however, proved poorly suited to close-quarters combat of this kind, and found themselves at a genuine disadvantage when forced into direct, hand-to-hand engagement with the Mamluk cavalry.

This chaotic, confused engagement continued from the early morning hours all the way into the afternoon. As the battle wore on, the Mamluk army’s own considerable numerical advantage gradually began to tell, and Mongol casualties mounted steadily, with the first genuine signs of a Mongol defeat beginning to emerge. Kitbuqa himself personally led his own guard in a desperate counter-charge, only to be killed by a hail of arrows in the process. With their own commander now dead, the Mongol army’s own morale collapsed entirely, and Mongol forces fled the battlefield in a desperate, disorganized scramble. Mamluk cavalry pursued the fleeing Mongols for a full twelve kilometers, ultimately surrounding what remained of the Mongol army at a place called Beisan. The surviving Mongol soldiers all dismounted from their own horses, forming a circular defensive formation using their own shields, and continued fighting on, using their own powerful bows to inflict considerable casualties on the surrounding Mamluk forces with remarkably precise and accurate fire. But once the Mongols had finally exhausted their own supply of arrows, Mamluk cavalry broke through their improvised shield-wall defense entirely, and every remaining Mongol soldier there fought to the very death. News of Kitbuqa’s own catastrophic defeat soon reached Damascus, and the remaining Mongol garrison forces there, too, fled the city in headlong panic. A few days later, Qutuz led his own triumphant army into Damascus itself.

This single decisive battle at Ain Jalut shattered forever the myth of Mongol military invincibility that had, until then, persisted throughout the world. Although the Ilkhanate Hulagu himself had established would go on to remain the dominant power throughout western Asia for more than a century afterward, and although smaller Mongol forces would, on several further occasions, invade Syria, engaging Egyptian Mamluk forces in further battles with mixed results, the Mamluk regime of Egypt ultimately proved able to hold its own ground firmly, maintaining a lasting standoff against the Ilkhanate in Syria that persisted for generations to come. Hulagu himself died in 1265. His own successor, Abaqa Khan, proved a considerably more moderate and cautious ruler by temperament, content to focus on preserving what his father had already achieved rather than pursuing any further campaigns of western conquest. And so, beginning with Genghis Khan’s own original campaign against the Khwarazmian Empire in 1217, the broader Mongol western expeditions, spanning a full forty-three years, conquering territory across tens of thousands of li and destroying countless states along the way, finally came, at long last, to their ultimate and complete conclusion.



III. Commentary

Over the course of the 13th century, Genghis Khan and his own successors, within the span of a mere forty to fifty years, succeeded in conquering the great majority of the Eurasian landmass, achieving success in virtually every siege they undertook and victory in virtually every battle they fought, gradually establishing themselves as one of history’s truly great practitioners and accumulators of large-scale, sustained military experience — a distinctive body of military theory and practice, “Mongol military science,” that occupies an extraordinarily important place in the broader history of world military affairs. Gu Zuyu, the celebrated late-Ming and early-Qing historical geographer, observed in his own celebrated work Essentials of Geography for Reading History: “Having studied carefully the Mongols’ own conduct of warfare, I find their tactics genuinely remarkable and unpredictable, their methods entirely their own, advancing always with truly unstoppable momentum. Their military strategy, I would judge, stands as the very finest the world has ever seen.” Fang Jueyu, an instructor at the Nationalist Army’s own Military Academy and Central Military School, offered the following remarkably concise summary in his own preface to Boermazi’s biography Genghis Khan: “Chinese military science reached the very pinnacle of theoretical achievement with Sun Tzu; and it reached the very pinnacle of practical achievement with Genghis Khan, Yuan Taizu. These two towering figures, though separated by more than a thousand years, together — one through the pen, articulating theory; the other through the sword, putting theory into practice — brought about an era in which Chinese military might struck fear across both Europe and Asia alike, carrying forward and giving full and brilliant expression to the accumulated military wisdom China had developed and refined over thousands of years.” We find ourselves in full agreement with the assessments both of these distinguished military historians have offered. In studying and researching this particular battle case of the Mongol western expeditions, we ought to approach the subject from the standpoint of historical materialism, recognizing that this remarkable campaign of conquest, unfolding some seven or eight centuries ago, reflected a whole series of genuine historical necessities — political, ideological, spiritual, material, and economic alike. Although this campaign undoubtedly carried with it certain genuinely brutal and ruthless characteristics, together with other historical limitations inherent to its own particular era, these shortcomings ought not to obscure the genuine and considerable value this remarkable historical episode still holds for us today. This truly unparalleled treasure trove of military experience and insight still awaits further exploration and study by later generations, and offers us a great many further and genuinely significant lessons still to be uncovered.

(1) Genuine Unity and Cohesion, Together with a Deep-Rooted Culture of Loyalty and Strict Discipline, Formed the Essential Political and Ideological Foundation Underlying the Mongol Empire’s Remarkably Rapid Rise to Power and Formidable Military Reputation

Genuine unity and cohesion stood as the essential foundation and precondition for the Mongol Empire’s own remarkable rise to power. Under the guidance of a genuinely unified, cohesive spirit, the collective strength of the entire Mongol nation gave rise to a truly extraordinary and unparalleled power, one whose reputation came to shake the entire world. This particular spirit of genuine unity and cohesion was, in large part, the direct and deliberate creation of Genghis Khan himself. Genghis Khan placed tremendous emphasis on cultivating genuine loyalty and strict discipline among his own followers, and worked diligently to instill these same values throughout every aspect of Mongol military life, hunting practices, and daily existence alike.

As Genghis Khan’s own reputation for courage and generosity spread ever further across the steppe, many herders and powerful nobles from other tribal groups came to place themselves under his own protection and authority. And yet Genghis Khan did not simply accept every such defector indiscriminately into his own ranks; rather, he firmly rejected — and, indeed, executed — those among them who had betrayed their own former masters or otherwise proven themselves treacherous and unreliable. When Jamukha, Genghis Khan’s own longtime rival for supremacy over the Mongol steppe, was ultimately defeated, he found himself reduced to a homeless, desperate fugitive, forced to survive through plunder and deception; four of Jamukha’s own followers, seeing no further path forward for themselves, bound Jamukha and delivered him directly to Genghis Khan, hoping thereby to secure some reward for themselves. Genghis Khan, however, rebuked these four men severely, declaring: “Men such as you, who would betray your own former master in this fashion, deserve no forgiveness whatsoever.” He subsequently had all four men put to death. By contrast, Genghis Khan consistently offered high praise, and made every effort to bring into his own service, those who had allowed a former master to escape, or who had otherwise loyally shielded their own former lord even while fighting resolutely against Genghis Khan himself. When Nayaya, for instance, one of the former Tayichiud chieftain’s own followers, was captured by Genghis Khan’s forces after having deliberately allowed his own former master to escape during the fighting, Genghis Khan praised Nayaya as a man of genuine trustworthiness and sound judgment, one worthy of being entrusted with important responsibilities, and appointed him a myriarch (commander of 10,000 troops). Similarly, when Kokchu, in order to allow his own former lord, Ong Khan, to escape, held out in resistance against Genghis Khan for three full days and nights before finally surrendering, Genghis Khan likewise praised him as a genuinely upright and honorable man, and entrusted him with important responsibilities as well.

Genghis Khan’s own consistent emphasis on cultivating and personally modeling genuine loyalty and good faith, under the particular historical circumstances of the era, transformed itself into a genuinely powerful spiritual force, forging a formidable military organization characterized by genuine loyalty, a deep respect for good faith, strict adherence to discipline, and unwavering internal unity — a military force that ultimately succeeded in conquering half the known world. Juvayni, a contemporary historian who lived during Genghis Khan’s own era and personally witnessed the workings of the Mongol army firsthand, observed: “Is there any army, anywhere in the entire world, capable of matching the Mongol army in terms of its own remarkable discipline and obedience? A commander leading a force of 100,000 troops, stationed at a distance equivalent to the time it takes the sun to rise and set, need only commit some minor infraction, and the Khan need only dispatch a single rider to administer whatever punishment has been prescribed — should the Khan demand this commander’s own head, his head shall be taken; should the Khan demand his gold, the gold shall be stripped from his very person.”

Following Genghis Khan’s own death, a great kurultai assembly was promptly convened, and every prince and noble in attendance displayed “not the slightest trace of mutual suspicion or deception,” and “harbored no ill will or resentment whatsoever toward one another,” uniting together, with genuine and complete unanimity, to acclaim Ögedei as the new Great Khan. Following Ögedei’s own death, a further kurultai assembly was likewise promptly convened, at which Güyük was chosen as his successor, receiving the full submission, respect, friendship, and support of every member of the “Golden Family” (the direct descendants of Genghis Khan himself). It is clear, then, that the series of careful political measures Genghis Khan himself put in place, specifically designed to preserve the unity of his own Golden Family lineage, succeeded, across the successive reigns of Ögedei, Güyük, and Möngke, in relying on the continued mutual cooperation and support of the Golden Family, in successfully thwarting the schemes and betrayals of a comparatively small number of dissident figures, thereby preserving the genuine unity and cohesion of the Mongol nation and its own formidable military forces, allowing the Mongols to conquer a vast expanse of territory across Europe and Asia alike, defeating every adversary they encountered along the way.

(2) The Nomadic Pastoral Tradition of Universal Military Mobilization Formed the Underlying National-Military Foundation Behind the Mongol Army’s Formidable Combat Effectiveness

First, the Mongol military-social order, in which every citizen was, in effect, simultaneously a soldier, allowed Mongol men to develop an iron-willed determination and highly refined military skill from the time they were mere children. As historical records describe: “Mongol men began handling bows and arrows from the age of three.” Through their own daily practice of herding livestock, riding and shooting, and hunting, Mongol boys developed remarkably agile horsemanship from a genuinely young age. The boundary between soldier and civilian had, in effect, already grown blurred through the constant tribal rivalries and inter-state plundering that characterized life on the steppe. Because Mongols grew up amid such harsh and demanding environmental conditions, they developed a genuinely tenacious and resilient character, one that demanded remarkably little in terms of material comfort; enduring bitter cold and trekking through deep snow came, to them, as second nature, and covering vast distances on foot or on horseback had likewise become an ingrained habit from earliest childhood. Mongol soldiers and civilians alike possessed a capacity for enduring genuine hardship, for sustaining continuous combat operations, and a corresponding fighting spirit that agricultural peoples settled throughout both the East and the West, accustomed to a far more comfortable and sedentary way of life, could never hope to match.

Second, Genghis Khan’s own approach to military governance achieved a genuinely remarkable synthesis of ethnic-cultural authenticity and scientific rigor — the fundamental reason he was able to forge so genuinely formidable and high-quality a Mongol army. By “ethnic-cultural authenticity,” we mean that Genghis Khan’s own approach to military governance was entirely grounded in the genuine, objective realities of his own people’s traditional way of life — his practice, for instance, of using coordinated hunting expeditions as a means of military training represented an entirely novel approach, one that seamlessly integrated civilian and military training into a single, unified activity. By “scientific rigor,” we mean that Genghis Khan’s own approach to military training proceeded entirely from genuine practical considerations, placing particular emphasis on honing and improving his own troops’ actual combat capability through realistic, practice-oriented training methods. He once used the Western Xia kingdom as a genuine practical testing ground for his own army, deliberately seeking to hone his own soldiers’ combat skills through the actual conduct of war against Western Xia, so as to better prepare them for the eventual campaign against the Han Chinese Jin dynasty as well. Genghis Khan likewise placed tremendous emphasis on the training of his own military officers, who, having received specialized training at the Great Khan’s own royal court, would then return to their own respective military encampments to serve as instructors in turn, training their own subordinates and thereby ensuring that these subordinates, too, developed genuinely sound and well-rounded military capability. Genghis Khan ultimately succeeded in cultivating the very kind of soldier he had always hoped to produce — one who, as contemporary accounts describe it, displayed, “in ordinary daily life, the gentle innocence of a two-year-old child, and yet, when the moment for battle finally arrived, struck with all the sudden ferocity of a swooping eagle; who remained free of worry or anxiety amid feasting and celebration, much like a young foal at play, and yet, when the moment of combat finally arrived, pursued his own enemy with all the fierce, relentless tenacity of a golden eagle (a species of falcon); who, in the light of day, watched and waited with the patient cunning of an old wolf stalking its prey, and yet, in the darkness of night, kept careful watch with all the wary vigilance of a crow guarding its own roost.”

Third, the fundamentally militarized character of Mongol social organization served as a genuine internal driving force behind the Mongol people’s own continual and unrelenting outward expansion. The Mongols had established a form of social organization intrinsically well suited to the demands of continuous warfare, in which the chieftain of every tribal group served, simultaneously, both as the administrative manager of everyday civilian life and production and as the organizer and commander of that same tribe’s own military operations. Whenever an external military campaign was launched, the entire population could be mobilized for the war effort, with men and women, young and old alike, all taking part in the fighting in one capacity or another. During the prolonged siege of the Khwarazmian Empire, for instance, the entire Mongol population took part in the campaign together, continuing to herd their own livestock even as they camped before the besieged city walls, thereby sustaining the army’s own continuous offensive capability without interruption, right up until the moment the city itself was finally captured. Compared with every one of their various adversaries, the Mongols undeniably remained, in many respects, genuinely backward — both culturally and materially — and yet their own consistently powerful and sustained drive toward large-scale conquest and territorial expansion nevertheless served, throughout, as the essential underlying force sustaining their own consistently high level of combat morale and fighting spirit.

(3) Rapid, Long-Range Mobility and the Element of Genuine Surprise Formed the Winning Formula Behind the Mongol Army’s Seemingly Unstoppable String of Military Victories

In the 13th century, the armed forces of the various European and Asian states of the era relied predominantly on infantry and heavy cavalry as their own primary combat arm; the Mongol army, by contrast, relied predominantly on light cavalry instead. Mongol light cavalry wore armor made, for the most part, from leather rather than metal; although this particular type of armor offered somewhat less protection than the heavy metal armor European heavy cavalry typically wore, it nevertheless proved considerably lighter and more comfortable to wear, allowing Mongol cavalry to sustain their own combat effectiveness over considerably longer periods of continuous engagement, and, moreover, did not suffer from the same practical drawbacks metal armor posed under conditions of extreme heat or cold. The Mongol horse, too, stood as one of the hardiest and most resilient breeds of horse anywhere in the world, requiring remarkably little in terms of environmental comfort or dietary needs; whether on the high, arid plateaus of Asia or across the open plains of Europe, Mongol horses could reliably find sufficient food virtually anywhere. Mongol horses were capable of sustained, long-distance travel without rest, and could survive outdoors in virtually any weather conditions, whether bitter cold or extreme heat; Mongol cavalrymen, moreover, typically maintained more than a single mount each. For all these reasons, Mongol light cavalry possessed genuinely formidable striking power, combined with remarkable flexibility and adaptability, and consistently held an overwhelming military advantage over their various adversaries, conducting long-range surprise assaults with remarkable speed and suddenness, catching their adversaries entirely unprepared and giving them no real opportunity to mount any genuinely effective response before being decisively defeated.

Over the course of the Mongol army’s own campaigns of conquest in Europe, advancing from the northern bank of the Yangtze River all the way to the borders of Bulgaria, Mongol forces maintained an average daily rate of advance of ninety to ninety-five kilometers over a period of two to three months; in conquering northern Russia, Mongol forces required only two months and five days, averaging eighty-five to ninety kilometers per day; in conquering southern Russia, Mongol forces required only two months and ten days, with their own rate of advance reaching fifty-five to sixty kilometers per day; and in conquering Hungary and Poland, Mongol forces required only three months, with their own rate of advance reaching fifty-eight to sixty-two kilometers per day — a pace of advance genuinely comparable to that of the celebrated German “blitzkrieg” tactics of the Second World War. On this basis, we may fairly conclude that the Mongol army of this earlier, pre-industrial pastoral era stands, in effect, as the true forerunner of modern “blitzkrieg” warfare, pioneering, for the very first time in several thousand years of recorded human history, a pace of advance and a depth of offensive penetration genuinely unprecedented in scale — thereby shattering the rigid, static offensive and defensive doctrines that had, until then, characterized the various states of the 13th-century world, and allowing the Mongols to firmly and consistently maintain the strategic initiative on the battlefield throughout their own campaigns of conquest.

(4) The Strategic Application of Wide-Ranging Flanking Maneuvers and the Piecemeal Defeat of the Enemy, Unmatched Before or Since, Stands as a Genuine Wonder of Military Science

Over the course of their own western campaigns, the Mongol army, even when confronting the most formidable and powerful of adversaries, consistently pursued a single, limited objective at any given time, never seeking to pursue excessive or overly ambitious goals all at once; they placed particular emphasis on advancing along multiple separate axes simultaneously, converging in a coordinated assault, and, at the strategic level, placed particular emphasis on conducting deep flanking maneuvers along the enemy’s own flanks, so as to divide and encircle their adversary before annihilating them entirely. In the course of the western campaign against the Khwarazmian Empire, for instance, Genghis Khan divided his own forces into three separate columns: Jebe led one column in a flanking maneuver directed against the enemy’s own most strategically sensitive rear areas, advancing more than 800 kilometers to cut off the vital link connecting the Khwarazmian heartland to Afghanistan and Khurasan; Jochi, Genghis Khan’s own eldest son, together with the celebrated general Jebe, led a further force of 30,000 troops across what was, in the most literal sense, a genuine “land of death” — the vast, snow-covered valleys separating the Pamir Mountains from the Tian Shan range; and Genghis Khan himself personally led a force of 50,000 Mongol cavalry on a wide flanking maneuver from the north, crossing the Syr Darya River at a point entirely devoid of human habitation, traversing the Kyzylkum Desert, and suddenly emerging, entirely without warning, in the very heart of the lower Amu Darya River valley, a region the Khwarazm-Shah himself had believed to be entirely beyond the reach of any potential enemy assault. At this point, Muhammad, the Khwarazm-Shah, found himself completely and utterly surrounded on every side: Genghis Khan himself to the west, Chagatai and Ögedei to the north, Jochi to the east, and Jebe to the south. This overwhelming encirclement left him entirely without the courage or resolve to continue resisting, and he had no choice but to flee in headlong, desperate panic. In our own broader study of military history, the flanking maneuvers we typically encounter tend to be conducted at the purely tactical or, at most, campaign level, ranging from a few kilometers to, at most, several tens of kilometers, or perhaps as much as 100-odd kilometers in especially large-scale operations. The Mongol army’s own flanking maneuvers, by contrast, routinely spanned distances of well over 1,000 kilometers — and, remarkably, they achieved this feat entirely without the benefit of any modern communication or transportation technology whatsoever, a genuine and remarkable wonder of military accomplishment by any measure.

Analyzing the broader pattern of the Mongol Empire’s own continued expansion, we find that the Mongols’ own western campaigns and their ongoing wars against the Jin dynasty, the Western Xia kingdom, and the Southern Song dynasty within the Central Plains region of China itself proceeded essentially without interruption throughout this entire period. In August of 1217, for instance, before setting out on his own western campaign against the Khwarazmian Empire, Genghis Khan appointed Muqali, his own deputy commander, as Grand Preceptor, entrusting him with leading a Mongol force of 20,000 troops, together with 10,000 allied Ongud cavalry and various further contingents drawn from other subjugated vassal states, to continue the ongoing campaign against the Jin dynasty in the south. In 1234, Ögedei dispatched a massive army on the second western campaign, while simultaneously dividing a further force into three separate columns to advance south against the Southern Song dynasty at the very same time. The Mongol army consistently adhered, throughout, to the overarching strategic principle of defeating its various adversaries piecemeal, one at a time. When Genghis Khan first resolved to launch his own campaign against the Khwarazmian Empire, he entrusted Muqali with leading only a comparatively modest Mongol force to continue engaging Jin forces in the meantime, while withdrawing the great majority of his own main strength from the Jin front entirely, so as to concentrate his own overwhelming military might against the Khwarazmian Empire instead. Having successfully achieved this initial objective, Genghis Khan then swiftly redirected the main strength of his own army back to Mongolia, concentrating his own forces instead for a decisive campaign against the Western Xia kingdom. Once Western Xia had finally been conquered, Genghis Khan himself fell ill and died. His own successors continued to adhere faithfully to this same strategic principle of defeating their adversaries piecemeal, one at a time: first forming an alliance with the Southern Song dynasty to jointly destroy the Jin dynasty, concentrating their own combined strength against Jin from two separate directions simultaneously, until Jin, unable to withstand this combined pressure, was finally destroyed entirely. The Mongols then redirected the spearhead of their own continued expansion toward the Southern Song dynasty itself — but, because the main strength of the Mongol army remained, at this particular time, committed to the ongoing second western campaign, the forces committed against the Southern Song dynasty remained comparatively modest throughout this period, and the war against Song, as a result, made comparatively little real progress for some time. It was only once the Mongol army’s own third western campaign had finally concluded that the Mongols were finally able to concentrate substantial reinforcements against the Southern Song dynasty instead, steadily and methodically advancing their own campaign of conquest there, ultimately succeeding in destroying the Southern Song dynasty entirely. In every respect — politically, diplomatically, and militarily alike — the Mongol Empire consistently pursued a strategy of befriending distant powers while attacking those closer at hand, advancing steadily and methodically, one step at a time, and defeating its various adversaries piecemeal, one at a time — a strategic approach that ultimately allowed the Mongols to establish an empire genuinely unprecedented in scale and extent, one that has never since been matched or equaled by any other power in world history.

(5) A Logistical System Built Around Sustaining the Army Through the Population Itself and Requisitioning Supplies from Conquered Enemy Territory Served as an Essential Material Precondition for the Mongol Army’s Own Sustained and Long-Range Military Campaigns

The very reason the Mongol army was able to sustain such extraordinarily long-range and long-duration military campaigns lay precisely in its own distinctive, genuinely unique logistical support system. Wherever the Mongol army went, on campaign, their own cattle, sheep, and horses would inevitably follow close behind as well. In the course of actual combat, Mongol soldiers fought with truly formidable courage; in peacetime, these same men would simply return to their own ordinary lives as herdsmen, driving their own cattle and sheep to whatever pastureland offered the most abundant water and grass, and, whenever they found themselves with a spare moment, would hunt across the open steppe, catching rabbits and deer to supplement their own diet. This particular combination of civilian and military identity allowed the Mongol army to maintain formidable combat effectiveness while simultaneously and dramatically reducing the overall logistical burden its own continued military campaigns would otherwise have imposed. Beyond this, whenever Mongol forces captured a given city or settlement, they would, without exception, engage in extensive plunder, requisitioning grain and other supplies directly from the conquered population, so as to resolve their own logistical resupply needs. This particular approach manifested itself in several specific ways. First, Mongol forces would seize local inhabitants and livestock outright, incorporating them directly into their own accompanying logistical support columns, which would then accompany the army on its own continued campaign of conquest, providing ongoing logistical support throughout. Second, when confronting fortified cities and towns that had adopted a scorched-earth defensive strategy, Mongol forces would employ a combination of coercive and conciliatory measures, so as to compel the local population to provide them with grain and provisions regardless. Third, wherever the Mongol army succeeded in subjugating a given territory, it would establish a permanent logistical support base there, so as to sustain its own continued military campaigns going forward. At the very outset of their own western campaigns, plundering wealth and resources stood as one of the primary objectives the Mongols pursued in waging war in the first place — a practice that inflicted tremendous economic devastation on the various local populations subjected to it. In time, however, the Mongols gradually came to adopt the more conventional governing methods characteristic of feudal societies more broadly, placing growing emphasis instead on the careful administration and development of their own newly conquered territories — thereby providing the Mongol army with a genuinely stable and reliable logistical support system capable of sustaining its own continued, uninterrupted campaigns of conquest going forward.

(6) A Deliberately Brutal and Ruthless, Yet Simple and Effective, Psychological Warfare Doctrine Served as an Important Weapon in the Mongol Army’s Own Arsenal for Shocking and Demoralizing Its Adversaries in the Course of Its Western Campaigns

Over the course of their own military campaigns, the Mongol army placed considerable emphasis on the systematic use of espionage and the active conduct of psychological warfare against their adversaries. Mongol forces would dispatch agents to spread deliberate rumors exaggerating the overwhelming strength of the Mongol military, and emphasizing the ultimate futility of any attempt at resistance — a deliberate tactic aimed at undermining enemy morale before the fighting had even begun. In the course of actual combat, Mongol forces likewise employed deliberately brutal and terrifying tactics, so as to further weaken and demoralize their opponents. Before launching a major assault, Mongol forces would sometimes disguise captured prisoners and local civilians as Mongol soldiers, distributing a single Mongol banner to every group of ten such disguised individuals, so as to create the deliberately misleading impression, from a distance, that Mongol forces covered the entire battlefield in truly overwhelming numbers. When Mongol forces advanced against the city of Otrar, for instance, Inalchuq, the Khwarazmian governor responsible for defending the city, had, by this point, already assembled a garrison force 60,000 strong, and the city’s own fortifications, outer defensive works, and walls, too, remained in genuinely formidable condition, with vast quantities of military supplies already concentrated within the city itself; Inalchuq accordingly remained genuinely confident in his own city’s capacity to withstand any Mongol assault. And yet, the moment he climbed atop the city’s own walls to survey the surrounding terrain, he was confronted with a truly unexpected and overwhelming sight: the entire area beyond the city walls had, seemingly, transformed itself into a vast, surging ocean of countless elite troops, their war horses neighing continuously, their armored ranks roaring with furious intensity, filling the entire visible landscape as far as the eye could see. The very sky itself seemed to have turned an ominous shade of blue, the earth itself seemed to have darkened entirely, and the whole of the surrounding grassland seemed to reverberate with the ceaseless, thunderous din of war drums and gongs. Confronted with this truly overwhelming spectacle, Inalchuq and the defenders and population of the city alike immediately lost every last shred of their own earlier resolve to hold out, and the city, after only token resistance, quickly fell to the advancing Mongol forces.

So as to further intimidate their adversaries and to weaken their own opponents’ resolve to continue resisting, the Mongol army frequently subjected any city that had inflicted heavy casualties upon them during a siege to genuinely merciless, inhumane massacre and plunder once it had finally been captured — inflicting devastating destruction on the conquered state in question, while simultaneously instilling tremendous fear and terror in the hearts of the civilian population and soldiers of any state that had not yet been conquered. When Mongol forces attacked the ancient Khwarazmian capital of Urgench, for instance, the city’s own stubborn and prolonged resistance cost Genghis Khan considerable effort and no small number of casualties among his own troops. In April of 1221, once Urgench had finally been captured, apart from a handful of skilled craftsmen who were spared and relocated to Mongol territory to manufacture bows and blades, the entire remaining population of the city was put to death; Mongol forces subsequently diverted the waters of the Amu Darya River directly into the city itself, submerging the entire capital beneath the resulting floodwaters. This particular atrocity inflicted tremendous fear and terror on the populations of cities the Mongol army had not yet managed to conquer, who, dreading the very real prospect of suffering a similarly devastating fate should their own cities ultimately fall as well, frequently chose to abandon resistance altogether, surrendering to the advancing Mongol army without further struggle. When Baghdad, capital of the Abbasid Caliphate, faced a similar Mongol assault, for instance, the reigning Caliph, Al-Musta’sim, had originally resolved to hold the city firmly — but his own chancellor, Ibn al-Alqami, gripped by considerable personal fear of the advancing Mongol army, revealed to Mongol forces the specific vulnerabilities in Baghdad’s own defensive fortifications, and further urged Mongol forces to press their assault against the city as swiftly as possible, so as to preserve his own life. The psychological warfare tactics the Mongol army employed were, without question, genuinely brutal and ruthless in character, displaying certain obvious limitations inherent to the particular historical era in which they were developed — and yet the sophisticated combination of methods the Mongols employed, aimed at breaking their adversaries’ own psychological resolve and will to resist, nevertheless remains a subject genuinely worthy of our own continued study and research even today.

(7) A Distinctive Siege Doctrine, Combining Ingenious Tactical Flexibility with Relentless, Sustained Assault, Helped Drive the Broader Advancement of Military Technology and Science of the Era

The Mongol army’s own campaigns of conquest extended north to the Arctic Ocean, south to Turkey and Syria, east to Korea, and west to the eastern borders of Germany — and, throughout this entire vast expanse of territory, no single fortified stronghold, however formidably defended, ever succeeded in genuinely withstanding a determined Mongol assault; even the most celebrated and seemingly impregnable fortresses of the era fell, one after another, to the advancing Mongol army. It may fairly be said, then, that the Mongol army possessed the most advanced and effective siege technology and tactics of its own particular historical era.

At the very outset of the Mongol Empire’s own founding, Mongol forces excelled chiefly in open-field warfare, and possessed comparatively little genuine expertise in the conduct of siege warfare. And yet, over the course of their own prolonged military engagements with the various established states of the Central Plains region — the Western Liao (Qara Khitai) state, the Jin dynasty, and the Song dynasty among them — the Mongol army’s various adversaries frequently relied on sheltering behind formidably fortified city walls, possessing comparatively well-developed defensive fortifications and a comparatively advanced level of overall social and technological development, together with correspondingly sophisticated siege-warfare technology and tactics of their own. Through the process of actively learning from their own adversaries, the Mongol army’s own siege-warfare capability improved dramatically over time. At the same time, the Mongols made a consistent practice of conscripting skilled combat engineers from among the populations of the various territories they conquered, organizing these specialists into dedicated engineering units specifically tasked with conducting siege operations — giving the Mongol army the capacity to successfully capture virtually any fortified position it encountered, its own siege capability, in time, becoming genuinely unstoppable.

The Mongol army’s own siege tactics may be summarized as follows. First, comprehensive encirclement — Mongol forces would completely surround an enemy city, laying siege to it from every direction simultaneously, so as to entirely sever any connection between the besieged city and the outside world; Mongol forces would then compel the young and able-bodied men among the conquered local population to help fill in the moats and earthworks surrounding the city walls, using earth and firewood, thereby exposing the city’s own walls directly to Mongol assault. Second, attritional tactics — Mongol forces would maintain a continuous, round-the-clock assault against the besieged city, dividing their own forces into successive waves that would take turns pressing the attack in continuous rotation, day and night without pause, giving the besieged defenders and civilian population within the city not a single moment’s genuine rest or respite; after a sufficient period of this relentless attrition, the besieged city would frequently be compelled to surrender. Third, artillery bombardment — Mongol forces made extensive use of catapults to hurl stone projectiles against the besieged city, and used crossbow-mounted mechanisms to launch volleys of arrows as well; in the assault against the Jin capital of Nanjing (present-day Kaifeng), for instance, Mongol forces would position more than 100 catapults at every single corner of the city’s own defensive walls, maintaining continuous bombardment day and night without pause, so that, within just a few days, the resulting barrage of stone projectiles had very nearly filled the entire city with rubble. Fourth, fire attacks — Mongol forces employed specialized incendiary catapults to launch flaming oil-filled projectiles, jars, and barrels of burning oil against the besieged city, setting fire to buildings throughout the urban area and creating raging conflagrations that proved extraordinarily difficult to extinguish; in the assault against Nishapur, for instance, Mongol forces deployed as many as 700 separate incendiary catapults, and the city’s own defenders were able to hold out for only two days before finally being forced to open their own gates and surrender. Fifth, water attacks — whenever a besieged city or fortress happened to lie along a river, Mongol forces would dam the river’s own flow, before then diverting the resulting floodwaters directly into the besieged city or fortress itself, submerging it entirely; Mongol forces employed precisely this particular tactic in the assault against Urgench during the western campaign, and likewise employed this same tactic in the assault against Xingqing (present-day Yinchuan), capital of the Western Xia kingdom, during the earlier campaign against that state as well. This truly comprehensive and masterful integration of siege technology and siege tactics allowed the military technology and science of the era to advance with genuinely remarkable speed, with catapults, other siege engineering equipment, incendiary materials, and hydraulic engineering techniques all finding extensive practical application and further refinement as a direct result — giving the Mongol army, in effect, a genuinely unstoppable “tiger with wings,” capable of overcoming virtually any obstacle placed in its own path.







Chapter 36: The Battle of Lake Poyang Between Zhu Yuanzhang and Chen Youliang (July 20 – August 26, 1363)

The Battle of Lake Poyang stands as the decisive strategic engagement fought between Zhu Yuanzhang and Chen Youliang, at the very end of the Yuan dynasty, for control over southern China — a battle fought on the waters of Lake Poyang, and one that stands as a genuine model example in the entire history of Chinese naval warfare. This particular naval engagement began on July 20, 1363, and concluded on August 26 of that same year, lasting thirty-seven days in all. Chen Youliang’s own naval forces, reputedly numbering more than 600,000, confronted Zhu Yuanzhang’s own naval forces, numbering more than 200,000; the decisive engagement ended in Zhu Yuanzhang’s own complete and total victory, laying the essential foundation for his own subsequent unification of southern China and his eventual founding of the Ming dynasty.


I. Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

By the final years of the Yuan dynasty, imperial governance had grown thoroughly corrupt and dysfunctional, social order had collapsed into widespread chaos, and peasant uprisings had erupted across the realm with truly overwhelming intensity. In 1351, Liu Futong led the celebrated Red Turban Rebellion, raising the banner of open revolt, and rebel forces rose up in response throughout the country. By 1360, three principal regional powers had emerged along the middle and lower reaches of the Yangtze River: Chen Youliang, who had proclaimed himself Emperor of Han, ruling from Wuchang, in present-day Hubei province; Zhu Yuanzhang, styled Duke of Wu, ruling from Yingtian (present-day Nanjing); and Zhang Shicheng, who had proclaimed himself Prince of Wu, ruling from Pingjiang (present-day Suzhou, Jiangsu province). Because their respective territories bordered directly on one another, these three rival powers found themselves locked in continuous armed conflict, each seeking to annex the others’ territory through military force. At this particular time, Chen Youliang’s own forces remained genuinely formidable, while Zhang Shicheng, though possessing considerable material wealth, harbored comparatively little in the way of genuine long-term ambition. Zhu Yuanzhang, finding himself caught between these two considerably stronger rival powers, resolved on a strategic approach of “first destroying Chen, then attacking Zhang,” adopting a purely defensive posture toward Zhang Shicheng while actively seeking to win over Fang Guozhen, a further regional warlord based in eastern Zhejiang, so as to minimize the threat posed to his own eastern flank.

Just as Zhu Yuanzhang was actively planning his own campaign to destroy Chen Youliang, Chen Youliang himself, in May of 1360, personally led a naval force 100,000 strong in an assault against Yingtian, but was decisively defeated by Zhu Yuanzhang’s forces at Longwan (in the region of present-day Xiaguan, Nanjing). Following this catastrophic defeat at Yingtian, Chen Youliang’s own regime found itself increasingly wracked by internal discord and division; Zhu Yuanzhang seized this opportunity, exploiting Chen Youliang’s own internal troubles to press steadily westward, and, within the span of just a single year, succeeded in capturing Qichun, Huangzhou, Xingguo, Huangmei, Guangji, Leping, and Fuzhou, among other territories, and further absorbed the garrison forces defending Longxing (present-day Hongdu, Nanchang), before going on to successively capture Ruizhou, Ji’an, and Linjiang (present-day Qingjiang, Jiangxi province) as well — dramatically expanding both his own overall strength and the territory under his own control. Seeking to reverse this string of setbacks, Chen Youliang embarked on a massive shipbuilding program, constructing a large fleet of new warships and conscripting fresh troops, hoping thereby to once again contest Zhu Yuanzhang’s own growing power directly. The several hundred massive warships Chen Youliang had constructed were painted a striking crimson red on the exterior, and towered several zhang in height, each vessel comprising three separate decks, every deck equipped with a covered walkway connecting the upper and lower levels, and, on the lowermost deck, protected by wooden plank barriers. Each of these vessels was equipped with several dozen oars, their own hulls further reinforced with iron plating for additional protection.

In February of 1363, Zhang Shicheng dispatched troops to besiege Anfeng (present-day Shou county, Anhui province), the last remaining stronghold of the “Young Prince of Light” (Han Lin’er, nominal leader of the broader Red Turban rebel movement). Han Lin’er sent an urgent appeal to Zhu Yuanzhang, requesting immediate assistance. Because Anfeng served as a crucial protective screen for Yingtian itself, rescuing Anfeng amounted, in effect, to safeguarding Yingtian’s own security directly; Zhu Yuanzhang accordingly led his own combined naval and land forces across the river in March, marching to Anfeng’s relief. In April, Chen Youliang, seizing upon the fact that the main body of Zhu Yuanzhang’s own forces remained tied down relieving Anfeng, leaving the Jiangnan region correspondingly undefended, mobilized a force reputedly 600,000 strong, advancing by both land and water simultaneously, and, on the 11th of that month, laid siege to Hongdu (present-day Nanchang). Hongdu occupied a strategically vital position along the northern Jiangxi plain, situated along the lower reaches of the Gan River, connected by the Gan River’s own waters, flowing north, to both Lake Poyang and the Yangtze River — a position of genuinely considerable military importance. Once Chen Youliang’s forces had come ashore, they employed a wide array of siege equipment, launching a fierce assault against Hongdu’s own city walls from every direction simultaneously. The Zhu Yuanzhang forces defending the city fought a fierce and bloody defense, holding Hongdu firmly for more than a month. At this point, Zhu Yuanzhang had already returned to Yingtian, but the main body of his own forces remained committed, under Xu Da’s own command, to an ongoing siege against Luzhou. Once Zhu Yuanzhang learned that Chen Youliang had committed the entirety of his own forces to the siege of Hongdu, rather than striking directly at the comparatively undefended Yingtian itself, and further learned that the waters of the Yangtze River were, at this time of year, rising steadily — conditions genuinely unfavorable to the movement of Chen Youliang’s own massive warships — together with further reports that Chen Youliang’s own forces were, by this point, running low on provisions, with mounting numbers of soldiers dying from illness and privation, Zhu Yuanzhang concluded that the moment had, at last, arrived to deal Chen Youliang a truly decisive and final blow. He accordingly ordered the defenders of Hongdu to continue holding out for a further month, so as to further wear down and exhaust Chen Youliang’s own forces, thereby buying himself the time he needed to prepare. At the same time, Zhu Yuanzhang began actively preparing to force a decisive naval confrontation with Chen Youliang on the waters of Lake Poyang.

Chen Youliang’s Strategic Plan: Chen Youliang planned to exploit the fact that the main body of Zhu Yuanzhang’s own forces remained absent from the immediate theater, first seizing Hongdu, before then advancing downstream along the river to capture Yingtian itself, relying on his own considerable numerical superiority and his own formidable fleet of warships, so as to avenge his own earlier defeat.

Zhu Yuanzhang’s Strategic Plan: Zhu Yuanzhang planned to concentrate the main body of his own strength, coordinating closely with the defenders of Hongdu, so as to cut off Chen Youliang’s own line of retreat entirely, encircling and annihilating Chen Youliang’s forces at Lake Poyang in a single decisive stroke, thereby securing favorable conditions for his own subsequent conquest of the Jiangnan region.



II. The Course of the Campaign

On July 6, 1363, Zhu Yuanzhang personally led a naval force 200,000 strong to relieve Hongdu, reaching Lake Poyang’s own outlet, Hukou, on the 16th of that month. He first dispatched a force to hold Jingjiangkou (present-day Susong county, Anhui province); dispatched a further force to garrison Nanhuzui (northwest of present-day Hukou, Jiangxi province), so as to cut off Chen Youliang’s own line of retreat; and further dispatched troops to hold Wuyang Ferry Crossing (east of present-day Nanchang county, Jiangxi province), so as to prevent Chen Youliang’s forces from escaping in that direction as well. Zhu Yuanzhang himself then personally led the main body of his own naval force through Songmen (south of present-day Duchang, Jiangxi province), entering Lake Poyang itself, so as to form a coordinated pincer movement against Chen Youliang’s own forces, closing the trap around them from every direction. On learning that Zhu Yuanzhang’s own main army had arrived to relieve Hongdu, Chen Youliang immediately lifted his own siege of the city, marching east instead to confront Zhu Yuanzhang’s own forces at Lake Poyang directly. What followed was a truly unprecedented and extraordinarily fierce life-and-death struggle, unfolding across the waters of Lake Poyang itself.

(1) Phase One (July 20–24, 1363)

On the 20th, the two opposing naval forces encountered one another off Kanglang Mountain (within Lake Poyang, Jiangxi province). At this point, Chen Youliang’s own massive warships had already formed themselves into a continuous, unbroken battle line stretching several dozen li across the water, presenting a truly overwhelming and awe-inspiring spectacle, described by contemporary observers as appearing, from a distance, “like a range of mountains rising from the water itself.” Judged purely in terms of raw material strength, Chen Youliang held an overwhelming advantage. Recognizing the particular vulnerability created by Chen Youliang’s own strategy of lashing his massive warships together, bow to stern, in a single continuous formation — a configuration that left his own fleet genuinely cumbersome and difficult to maneuver — Zhu Yuanzhang divided his own fleet into twenty separate squadrons, each equipped with large and small cannon, fire-lances, fire arrows, incendiary reed bundles, large and small firearms, “magic arrows,” and bows and crossbows. He ordered that, as each squadron closed with the enemy fleet, they were first to open fire with their own firearms, before then switching to bows and crossbows as the range closed further still, and finally to engage in close-quarters combat with hand weapons once they had actually drawn alongside the enemy’s own vessels.

On the 21st, the two fleets engaged in fierce combat. Xu Da, Zhu Yuanzhang’s own senior general, personally led the charge at the very front of his own forces, leading his own fleet in a fierce and courageous assault, defeating the vanguard of Chen Youliang’s own fleet, killing more than 1,500 enemy troops and capturing one of the enemy’s own massive warships in the process. Yu Tonghai, taking advantage of a favorable wind, launched a fire attack against the enemy fleet, destroying more than twenty of Chen Youliang’s own warships in the process; the number of Chen Youliang’s own troops killed or drowned in this engagement proved genuinely enormous, and the fighting throughout proved extraordinarily brutal and costly. Zhang Dingbian, a general serving Chen Youliang, pressed directly toward Zhu Yuanzhang’s own position, and, exploiting the fact that Zhu Yuanzhang’s own flagship had become momentarily grounded on a sandbar, launched a fierce and concentrated assault against it. Han Cheng, Song Gui, and Chen Zhaoxian, three of Zhu Yuanzhang’s own subordinate commanders, were successively killed in the desperate fighting that followed to defend Zhu Yuanzhang’s own vessel. At this genuinely critical moment, Chang Yuchun, positioned nearby, fired an arrow that struck and wounded Zhang Dingbian, forcing him to withdraw. Yu Tonghai, too, rushed his own vessel swiftly to Zhu Yuanzhang’s own aid, allowing Zhu Yuanzhang to finally extricate himself from this genuinely perilous situation. By this point, dusk had already fallen, and both sides sounded the gong to signal a temporary halt to the fighting; the engagement, for the time being, came to a pause, with both sides having suffered considerable losses, neither side having yet secured a decisive advantage. Fearing that Zhang Shicheng might seize this opportunity to launch an opportunistic assault from the rear, Zhu Yuanzhang ordered Kang Maocai to return to defend Yingtian.

On the 22nd, Zhu Yuanzhang personally led his own naval forces out to engage the enemy once again. But Chen Youliang’s own warships remained considerably larger than Zhu Yuanzhang’s own vessels, and Zhu Yuanzhang’s own smaller ships found themselves forced to attack from below, at a considerable tactical disadvantage, suffering repeated setbacks as a result. At this point, Zhu Yuanzhang finally adopted the proposal his subordinate commander Guo Xing had earlier put forward, resolving to switch instead to fire-attack tactics in order to break through the enemy’s own defenses. As dusk approached, a favorable northeasterly wind began to blow across the lake; Zhu Yuanzhang selected a group of especially courageous soldiers to pilot seven fishing boats, loaded with gunpowder and dry kindling, drawing close to the enemy fleet before setting these vessels ablaze and allowing the wind to carry them directly into the enemy’s own formation. Within moments, towering flames leapt skyward, and the surrounding lake waters themselves seemed to turn a fiery crimson red; in the span of just a few moments, several hundred of Chen Youliang’s own massive warships were consumed entirely by the resulting inferno, and more than half of Chen Youliang’s own troops were killed or wounded in the ensuing chaos. Chen Youliang’s own younger brothers, Chen Youren and Chen Yougui, together with his own senior commander Chen Puluo, were all killed in the flames. Zhu Yuanzhang seized this opportunity to press a further, decisive assault, killing more than 2,000 additional enemy troops in the process.

On the 23rd, the two fleets clashed once again. Chen Youliang, having identified Zhu Yuanzhang’s own flagship, launched a fierce and concentrated assault against it. Zhu Yuanzhang, having only just transferred to a different vessel, watched as his own original flagship was smashed to pieces by the enemy’s own assault.

On the 24th, Yu Tonghai and several other commanders led six warships in a bold charge directly into the very heart of Chen Youliang’s own fleet, advancing with truly fearless abandon, as though entering a battlefield entirely devoid of enemy resistance. Zhu Yuanzhang’s own forces, their morale considerably boosted by this display of courage, launched a fierce and coordinated assault. In the end, Chen Youliang’s own forces, unable to withstand this onslaught, were forced into retreat, abandoning their own flags, drums, and other military equipment, which drifted, abandoned, across the surface of the lake. Chen Youliang had no choice but to gather together what remained of his own scattered forces, shifting to a purely defensive posture, no longer daring to continue the fight.

(2) Phase Two (July 25 – August 26, 1363)

On the evening of the 24th, Zhu Yuanzhang pressed his advantage, advancing to hold Zuoli (northwest of present-day Duchang, Jiangxi province), thereby securing control over the upper reaches of the river; Chen Youliang, in turn, withdrew to hold Zhuji (south of present-day Xingzi county, Jiangxi province). The two fleets remained locked in a standoff for three full days, during which time Chen Youliang’s own forces suffered one setback after another, their overall situation growing increasingly unfavorable. Two of Chen Youliang’s own senior generals, recognizing that the overall situation had, by this point, become genuinely hopeless, defected to Zhu Yuanzhang’s own side, further destabilizing morale within Chen Youliang’s own ranks and leaving his own forces correspondingly weaker still. Chen Youliang, both furious and utterly demoralized, ordered every prisoner his own forces had captured put to death, so as to vent his own frustration and rage. Zhu Yuanzhang, by contrast, adopted precisely the opposite approach, releasing every prisoner his own forces had captured unharmed, and personally attending to the burial of the dead and the treatment of the wounded — measures that helped further undermine Chen Youliang’s own troops’ morale, while simultaneously winning Zhu Yuanzhang himself considerable popular goodwill and support. Chen Youliang’s own forces, as a result, grew increasingly fractured and demoralized from within, their own fighting spirit correspondingly diminished still further.

Judging that Chen Youliang’s own forces might well attempt to break out of the encirclement and retreat into the Yangtze River proper, Zhu Yuanzhang ordered Chang Yuchun and Liao Yongzhong, among other commanders, to redeploy their own forces to Hukou, erecting wooden palisades along both the northern and southern banks of the Yangtze River there, and positioning large vessels and fire rafts across the river as well; he further dispatched troops to seize Qichun, Xingguo, and other strategic territories, thereby securing control over the upper reaches of the Yangtze River, so as to block Chen Youliang’s own line of retreat entirely and await the opportune moment to annihilate his forces once and for all. Trapped within the lake, Chen Youliang’s forces, after more than a month of continued standoff, found their own military provisions entirely exhausted, and, with no viable strategy left to pursue, resolved on one final, desperate, all-or-nothing gamble, attempting to break out of the encirclement by force. On August 26, Chen Youliang’s forces attempted to break out through Nanhuzui, hoping to reach the Yangtze River and retreat to Wuchang. But upon reaching Hukou, Zhu Yuanzhang’s own naval forces and fire rafts launched a fierce assault against them from every direction, and Chen Youliang’s forces found themselves unable to advance any further; they attempted to retreat instead by way of Jingjiang, but encountered further ambushing Zhu Yuanzhang forces there as well. Struggling desperately in every direction, unable to find any viable path of escape, Chen Youliang himself was struck by an arrow and killed, and his own army collapsed entirely, with more than 50,000 troops surrendering. Zhang Dingbian, together with Chen Youliang’s own second son, Chen Li, managed to escape back to Wuchang.

The Battle of Lake Poyang ended in Zhu Yuanzhang’s own decisive victory, achieved despite his own considerable numerical disadvantage — a truly decisive triumph. In February of the following year, Zhu Yuanzhang captured Wuchang itself; Chen Li, Chen Youliang’s own son, surrendered, and Zhu Yuanzhang’s own power and influence expanded to encompass the whole of the vast territory along the middle Yangtze that had once belonged to Chen Youliang.



III. Commentary

At the Battle of Lake Poyang, Zhu Yuanzhang exploited the fact that Chen Youliang’s own forces had been left exhausted and demoralized following their own prolonged and ultimately unsuccessful siege of a well-defended city, dividing his own forces to hold the entrance to Lake Poyang so as to cut off Chen Youliang’s own line of retreat from the very outset; he then concentrated his own strength, skillfully employing fire-attack tactics to annihilate the main strength of Chen Youliang’s own fleet, before finally combining naval and land forces to intercept and annihilate Chen Youliang’s own forces entirely at the very moment they attempted their final breakout. Although this particular form and style of naval combat will, of course, never again be replicated in the modern era, the broader strategic principles Zhu Yuanzhang employed — sound strategic planning, the deliberate creation of a favorable overall military situation, and the tactic of “closing the gate to catch the dog,” cutting off the enemy’s own line of retreat entirely — nevertheless retain genuinely important guiding significance for the conduct of modern warfare even today.

(1) Popular Political Support Laid the Essential Foundation for Ultimate Victory

Zhu Yuanzhang’s own forces, having undergone roughly a decade of thorough reorganization and rigorous training, maintained strict military discipline, and proved genuinely willing to follow orders decisively and effectively in battle — a genuinely formidable, elite fighting force, capable of prevailing in offensive operations and holding firm in defensive ones alike. Chen Youliang’s own forces, by contrast, having suffered a series of demoralizing setbacks — first at Yingtian, and subsequently in the costly and ultimately unsuccessful siege of Hongdu — found their own morale utterly depleted, to the point where, as contemporary accounts describe it, “the mere sound of gongs and drums signaling an attack was enough to leave them thoroughly demoralized and dispirited.” Compounding this, Chen Youliang’s own tendency toward brutal and tyrannical conduct further alienated his own troops, many of whom ultimately defected to the enemy’s own side, leaving his own forces in a state of total collapse. As Zhu Yuanzhang himself observed, in his own postwar analysis of the reasons behind his victory: “Although Chen Youliang’s own forces were numerically superior to my own, his troops remained deeply divided among themselves, harboring mutual suspicion and distrust of one another; and, moreover, he had waged continuous warfare for years on end, suffering repeated setbacks without achieving any genuine, lasting success.” My own forces, by contrast, “mobilized at precisely the right moment, our own morale and fighting spirit undiminished; our officers and soldiers were united as one, each individual soldier displaying the courage of a hundred combined, striking at the enemy with all the fierce, coordinated ferocity of a flock of hawks descending upon their prey” — and it was precisely for these reasons, Zhu Yuanzhang concluded, that his own forces ultimately prevailed.

(2) Sound Strategic Guidance Secured a Genuinely Favorable Overall Position

Originally, with Zhu Yuanzhang’s own main strength committed to relieving Anfeng in the north, Yingtian itself had been left dangerously undefended — a genuinely unfavorable situation for Zhu Yuanzhang. Had Chen Youliang, rather than first attacking Hongdu, instead used only a comparatively modest portion of his own forces to pin down Hongdu while advancing the main body of his own army directly downstream to strike at Yingtian itself, Zhu Yuanzhang would have found himself caught in a genuinely precarious position, squeezed between Zhang Shicheng and Chen Youliang simultaneously, with no clear path forward available to him. But Chen Youliang instead directed the full weight of his own assault against the comparatively small yet stubbornly defended city of Hongdu, leaving his own massive army of several hundred thousand troops confined within a comparatively cramped and constrained territorial space, unable to properly deploy or maneuver effectively; and, moreover, he failed to dispatch any forces whatsoever to secure the crucial strategic waterways of the surrounding lake and river system, leaving his own rear entirely unguarded and exposed. With his own forces encamped before a well-fortified city, enduring a grueling siege lasting three full months, Chen Youliang’s own troops grew correspondingly exhausted, and their own morale declined correspondingly as well. Zhu Yuanzhang, by contrast, swiftly concentrated his own available strength, using Hongdu itself as bait to lure Chen Youliang’s forces into a trap, before then encircling Chen Youliang’s own army and trapping it within the confines of Lake Poyang, where his own numerous large vessels could no longer be brought effectively to bear — thereby securing, at the strategic level, a genuinely decisive advantage over his adversary.

(3) Sound Deployment at the Campaign Level, Informed by Accurate Intelligence, Secured the Initiative Throughout the Engagement

In terms of his own overall campaign-level deployment, Zhu Yuanzhang displayed a genuinely comprehensive understanding of the broader strategic picture, meticulously planning for each successive phase of the developing campaign. From the very moment his own forces first entered the lake, he divided his own forces to hold Jingjiangkou, Nanhuzui, and Wuyang Ferry Crossing, and other crucial waterway chokepoints, deploying his own forces in successive echelons, so that, should his own forces prevail, they would be well-positioned to intercept and cut off any retreating enemy forces, and, should they instead suffer a setback, they would be equally well-positioned to cover an orderly withdrawal of his own forces instead. He then concentrated his own strength, striking at Chen Youliang’s forces in a series of successive engagements, defeating them piece by piece. In the final phase of the campaign, Zhu Yuanzhang further redeployed his own forces to Hukou, erecting palisades along both riverbanks and positioning fire rafts across the river itself, thereby cutting off Chen Youliang’s own line of retreat entirely, and achieving what amounted, in the end, to the near-total annihilation of Chen Youliang’s entire army. Chen Youliang, by contrast, behaved throughout rather like an unruly bull charging blindly and recklessly forward — proving unable to maintain any genuine comprehensive overview of the broader strategic situation he faced, and, even as he sought to exploit the apparent opportunity presented by Zhu Yuanzhang’s own temporary absence to strike directly at Yingtian, failing to deploy any forces whatsoever to secure the crucial strategic waterways of the surrounding lake and river system, and proving equally unable to adapt his own approach flexibly in response to changing circumstances — whether by intercepting Zhu Yuanzhang’s own advancing relief force, or by launching diversionary attacks against Zhu Yuanzhang’s own rear areas. In his own desperate eagerness to seize his intended objective as swiftly as possible, Chen Youliang staked the fate of his own massive army, several hundred thousand strong, on nothing more than sheer, wishful thinking and unfounded optimism — and, as a direct result, ultimately found himself captured entirely within the carefully laid trap his own perceptive adversary had prepared for him.

(4) A Tactical Approach That Skillfully Played to Its Own Strengths While Avoiding Its Own Weaknesses Allowed a Weaker Force to Prevail Over a Considerably Stronger Adversary

Chen Youliang’s own warships were tall and imposing, possessing considerable structural stability and capable of carrying large numbers of troops, allowing them to strike downward at Zhu Yuanzhang’s own vessels from a position of considerable height advantage. Their single most critical weakness, however, lay in their own comparatively poor maneuverability — a weakness only further compounded by Chen Youliang’s own decision to lash his vessels together in a single, continuous formation, which left his own fleet even more severely constrained in its own ability to advance or retreat as circumstances required. Zhu Yuanzhang’s own vessels, by contrast, though considerably smaller in size, possessed superior maneuverability, allowing them to strike at Chen Youliang’s own fleet with genuine tactical flexibility — though they, too, faced considerable difficulty attacking from below against Chen Youliang’s own taller vessels, proving correspondingly less capable of withstanding a sustained, direct collision or a frontal breakthrough attempt of their own. In light of these particular circumstances, Zhu Yuanzhang’s own forces adopted a tactical approach specifically designed to make full use of their own particular strengths while avoiding their own particular weaknesses, striking at the enemy’s own weaknesses with their own particular strengths instead: first dividing their own forces into multiple squadrons to attack along several separate axes simultaneously, making full and effective use of the superior firepower their own weaponry provided, launching continuous, sustained assaults against Chen Youliang’s own fleet, before finally employing fire-attack tactics to shatter the enemy’s own defenses entirely. Chen Youliang, by contrast, relied purely on the sheer size of his own fleet and the overwhelming numerical superiority of his own troops, organizing his own vessels into a rigid, inflexible formation genuinely ill-suited to effective maneuver — a formation that not only proved incapable of achieving any genuine tactical success in offensive operations but also, on two separate occasions, fell victim to Zhu Yuanzhang’s own devastating fire-attack tactics, suffering catastrophic losses as a result, ultimately leading to Chen Youliang’s own final and complete defeat.







Chapter 37: The Battle of Songjin Between Ming and Qing Forces (April 1640 – May 1642)

The Battle of Songjin (fought at Songshan and Jinzhou) stands as the final decisive strategic engagement fought between the Ming and Qing dynasties. This battle began in April of 1640 (the thirteenth year of the Chongzhen reign period of the Ming dynasty), and concluded in May of 1642 (the fifteenth year of the Chongzhen reign period), lasting more than two years in all. Both sides committed strategic mobile forces numbering more than 100,000 troops each. After a long and bloody struggle, the battle ultimately ended in decisive Qing victory and Ming defeat; the Ming dynasty lost the strategically vital positions of Songshan, Jinzhou, and Xingshan, beyond the Great Wall, and its own strategic mobile forces were annihilated entirely, dealing the Ming dynasty a genuinely devastating and ultimately fatal blow. Qing forces subsequently advanced to the very line of the Great Wall at Shanhai Pass, paving the way for the Qing dynasty’s eventual entry through the pass and its establishment of nationwide rule over the whole of China.


I. Background to the Campaign and the Intentions of Both Sides

In 1626 (the sixth year of the Tianqi reign period of the Ming dynasty), Nurhaci died, and Hong Taiji ascended to the throne of the Later Jin state. In 1627, Hong Taiji, eager to press forward as swiftly as possible with his own broader strategic ambition of advancing into the Central Plains region, led his own forces in an assault against Jinzhou and Ningyuan, but suffered a decisive and humiliating defeat. Hong Taiji promptly drew lessons from this setback, undertaking a broader strategic realignment, and proposed a dual policy of “negotiating peace while consolidating internal strength” — that is, outwardly raising the banner of seeking “peace” with the Ming dynasty, so as to buy himself the time he genuinely needed to resolve a whole series of urgent internal challenges, with the ultimate objective of achieving genuine internal consolidation and stability for the Later Jin regime. He worked to reconcile the various competing factions among the Manchu aristocracy, strengthened centralized monarchical authority, developed the broader social economy, eased underlying class and ethnic tensions, reorganized the Eight Banners military system, enhanced the overall combat effectiveness of Qing forces, and reformed the state’s own administrative apparatus — thereby accelerating the broader process of feudal state-building within the Later Jin regime. At the same time, Hong Taiji completed the unification of the Heilongjiang river basin under his own rule, securing a substantial influx of fresh military manpower from the so-called “New Manchus” there as a direct result. He also worked tirelessly to undermine and dismantle the potential three-way alliance among the Ming dynasty, Korea, and the Mongols, ultimately compelling Korea, through direct military force, into a formal alliance with his own regime, and securing the submission of the Mongols as well — thereby eliminating the very real threat of a coordinated pincer assault against the Later Jin regime from both east and west simultaneously, and shattering the broader encircling arc of containment the Ming dynasty had once sought to construct around it. By 1636 (the ninth year of the Chongzhen reign period of the Ming dynasty), the various social challenges Hong Taiji had confronted upon first assuming power had, for the most part, already been successfully resolved, and the Later Jin regime had, by this point, achieved genuine consolidation and considerable further strengthening. Hong Taiji accordingly proclaimed himself emperor, renaming his own state from Later Jin to Qing, and began placing the broader strategic goal of conquering the Ming dynasty and securing rule over the whole of China firmly on his own political agenda.

The Ming dynasty, for its own part, found its own national strength and military capability considerably weakened by years of continuous warfare. Emperor Chongzhen, deceived by Hong Taiji’s own deliberate scheme to sow discord within the Ming court, and further influenced by the machinations of corrupt court factions, had Yuan Chonghuan, the celebrated Ming general who had once achieved considerable success resisting the Jin threat, put to death — leaving the Ming dynasty’s own defensive lines at Ningyuan and Jinzhou correspondingly fragile and vulnerable. In 1637 (the tenth year of the Chongzhen reign period), the peasant rebel forces led by Li Zicheng and Zhang Xianzhong had, by this point, spread across the regions of Sichuan, Shaanxi, Henan, and Shandong. The Ming dynasty found itself confronting the genuinely difficult prospect of fighting a two-front war simultaneously, and its own governing authority correspondingly began to falter and destabilize.

Qing Forces’ Strategic Plan: Hong Taiji, drawing on the accumulated lessons of several past Qing attempts to breach the Great Wall and advance into Ming territory, had come to the firm conclusion that, in order to ultimately conquer the Central Plains region, Qing forces would first need to seize Shanhai Pass; and, in order to seize Shanhai Pass, Qing forces would first need to seize Jinzhou. Otherwise, he reasoned, Qing forces advancing deep into Ming territory would inevitably find their own logistical supply lines genuinely difficult to sustain, leaving them unable either to advance or to retreat effectively, and would, sooner or later, inevitably suffer a decisive defeat as a result. Hong Taiji accordingly resolved to force a decisive engagement against Ming forces at Jinzhou, so as to open a clear path through western Liaoning into Ming territory, thereby clearing the way for Qing forces’ eventual conquest of the Central Plains region.

Ming Forces’ Strategic Plan: Jinzhou served as a crucially important strategic stronghold within the Ming dynasty’s own broader defensive system beyond the Great Wall, entrusted with the essential responsibility of safeguarding Shanhai Pass and, by extension, protecting the imperial capital itself — a position of genuinely paramount importance. Whether Jinzhou could ultimately be held or lost bore directly on the very survival of the Ming dynasty itself. For this reason, once the momentum of the ongoing peasant rebellion within Ming territory had, for the time being, suffered a temporary setback and entered a period of relative decline, the Ming government promptly dispatched Hong Chengchou — a commander who had distinguished himself considerably in the suppression of these peasant uprisings — to serve as Governor-General of Ji-Liao, mobilizing troops and provisions in preparation for reinforcing the frontier beyond the Great Wall. The Ming dynasty planned to hold Jinzhou firmly, while simultaneously hoping to use this opportunity to inflict a decisive defeat on Qing forces there as well, thereby transitioning from a purely defensive posture to an offensive one, so as to help stabilize and consolidate the Ming dynasty’s own increasingly precarious rule.



II. The Course of the Campaign

In accordance with the overall progression and distinctive characteristics of the campaign, the Battle of Songjin may be divided into three distinct phases.

(1) The Siege of Jinzhou (April 1640 – August 18, 1641)

On April 19, 1640, Hong Taiji personally led his own forces across the Liao River, advancing toward Yizhou and Jinzhou, so as to personally survey the local terrain and assess the overall situation confronting Ming forces there. In light of the repeated setbacks Qing forces had previously suffered in this particular region, a number of Han Chinese officials serving the Qing court proposed that, rather than launching a direct assault against the well-fortified city, Qing forces ought instead to adopt a strategy of prolonged siege and blockade — a proposal Hong Taiji accepted, formally establishing a strategic doctrine of sustained, long-term encirclement of Jinzhou. On the one hand, he dispatched Jirgalang, Prince of Zheng, to lead a force to repair and reinforce the walls of Yizhou, garrisoning troops there on a semi-permanent, agricultural-military basis, while constructing earthen fortifications and digging trenches around the exterior of Jinzhou itself, so as to establish the infrastructure needed for a genuinely long-term siege; on the other hand, he continually dispatched fresh contingents of Qing troops to “rotate the siege of Jinzhou, so as to prevent the local population from being able to cultivate their own fields,” thereby deliberately undermining the Ming defenders’ own capacity for agricultural self-sufficiency.

On receiving word of these developments, Hong Chengchou, the Ming Governor-General of Ji-Liao, together with Zu Dashou, the Liaodong Regional Commander, dispatched reinforcements to relieve the city. Hong Chengchou believed that, because Qing forces had, by this point, already established permanent garrisons at both Jinzhou and Yizhou, in anticipation of a genuinely protracted siege, Ming forces ought not to underestimate the seriousness of the threat they now faced, and advocated instead for a strategy of methodical, step-by-step advance, consolidating each successive position along the way — a proposal Emperor Chongzhen ultimately approved. Ming reinforcements accordingly advanced beyond the Great Wall in successive waves; the Ming forces garrisoning Jinzhou relied on their own main strength to hold the city itself, while a smaller detachment of troops was positioned outside the city walls to provide coordinated support, and the garrison further maintained logistical reserves sufficient to sustain the defense for two to three years. Zu Dashou, the garrison commander, led his own forces in repeated, vigorous counterattacks, and Qing forces found themselves consistently unable to approach the city walls directly. The two sides remained locked in a standoff for nearly a full year, with Qing forces still unable to achieve any genuine, decisive breakthrough.

On March 24, 1641, Nuomuqi and Wu Bashi, two ethnic Mongol subordinate commanders serving under Zu Dashou, the Ming garrison commander at Jinzhou, secretly surrendered to the Qing side, coordinating an assault against the city from both inside and outside simultaneously; as a result, Qing forces succeeded in capturing the outer defensive perimeter of the city, and Ming forces were forced to withdraw into the inner city itself. At the same time, seeking to further strengthen the forces committed to the ongoing siege of Jinzhou, Hong Taiji not only ordered Shi Tingzhu, Geng Zhongming, and other commanders to lead Han Chinese banner forces, equipped with several dozen “Red-Coat” cannon, to reinforce the siege, but also compelled Korea to dispatch troops to assist in the campaign as well. Jinzhou now found itself in genuinely grave and imminent danger, with the overall situation there growing increasingly precarious by the day.

Facing a situation in which Jinzhou itself remained under siege, its own defensive fortifications badly damaged, and with no outside relief forthcoming, Zu Dashou, the garrison commander, dispatched envoys to the Ming imperial court seeking urgent reinforcement, while simultaneously advising, on the basis of his own accumulated experience fighting against Qing forces and his own careful assessment of the current situation at the Jinzhou front, that any relief force ought to “press steadily forward, constructing successive fortified encampments along the way, and avoid engaging the enemy rashly.” On learning that Jinzhou faced imminent crisis, Emperor Chongzhen ordered Hong Chengchou, Governor-General of Ji-Liao, to lead a relief force comprising Wang Pu, Yang Guozhu, Tang Tong, Bai Guang’en, Cao Biandong, Ma Ke, and Wang Tingchen — eight regional military commanders in total, together with their respective deputy commanders — more than 200 officers altogether, and a combined force of 130,000 infantry and cavalry, advancing with all possible speed to relieve the siege of Jinzhou. Hong Chengchou initially concentrated his own forces at Ningyuan, proceeding cautiously and refraining from any rash advance; it was not until May that he finally dispatched a detachment of Ming forces to advance as far as Songshan. Jirgalang, Prince of Zheng, learning that Ming forces had, by this point, already reached Songshan, led Qing forces in a counterattack; Qing forces suffered a setback in this particular engagement, with “casualties among both men and horses proving genuinely considerable.” Hong Taiji concluded that “the loss of the right-flank encampment, and the resulting casualties suffered by our own soldiers, were entirely attributable to errors in Jirgalang’s own command,” and accordingly removed Jirgalang from his own position, replacing him with Dorgon instead.

At this particular juncture, within the ranks of the Ming ruling establishment itself, opinion remained genuinely divided over how best to resolve the ongoing siege of Jinzhou — a situation described, at the time, as one in which “the court itself stood divided between two opposing factions.” Chen Xinjia, the Ming Minister of War, and a number of like-minded court officials, believed that, given the genuinely difficult logistical burden of sustaining so large a force in the field, Ming forces ought to press forward swiftly, seeking a rapid, decisive resolution to the conflict. Hong Chengchou, Governor-General of Ji-Liao, and the great majority of frontier commanders serving beyond the Great Wall, by contrast, believed that, given the genuinely unfavorable numerical balance between the two sides, Ming forces ought instead to adopt a strategy of prolonged, methodical defense, waiting for a genuinely favorable opportunity before committing to open battle. Emperor Chongzhen himself never articulated a genuinely clear and decisive position on this particular question, though, in practice, his own conduct tended to favor the former, more impatient faction. He subsequently dispatched Zhang Ruoqi, a Ministry of Works official, to serve as an imperial military supervisor at the front, and further ordered Ma Shaoyu, magistrate of Suide county, to assist in overseeing military affairs there, so as to gain a clearer picture of the actual conditions prevailing at the front. But these two officials were both close confidants and followers of Chen Xinjia himself, and both, predictably, advocated for a swift and decisive engagement with Qing forces. Upon reaching the Jinzhou front and observing certain minor Ming successes there, both men promptly reported back to the imperial court that “our frontier forces are eager to engage the enemy in battle,” and Emperor Chongzhen, as a result, grew increasingly impatient, issuing repeated edicts urging Hong Chengchou to press the attack without further delay. Under this mounting pressure from the imperial court, Hong Chengchou, on July 26, advanced from Ningyuan to relieve the siege of Jinzhou; by the 28th, Qing forces, genuinely alarmed by this development, found themselves compelled to advance to the outskirts of Jinzhou, near Rufeng Mountain. Dorgon, Prince Rui, hastily mobilized his own forces in response, “charging directly into the Han Chinese formation, but ultimately being forced to withdraw, having suffered heavy casualties on both sides.” From this point forward, although both Ming and Qing forces continued to engage in repeated further skirmishes, neither side succeeded in fundamentally breaking the ongoing siege. On August 8 through 10, Hong Chengchou twice succeeded in defeating the Qing forces then commanding operations in Hong Taiji’s own temporary absence, under Dorgon’s own leadership, dealing Qing forces a severe blow, and forcing “the great Qing army to withdraw sixty li, dividing its own forces to hold various strategic passes, and formally requesting further reinforcements.” On learning that Qing forces besieging Jinzhou had, according to reports, “suffered repeated defeats in battle, and appeared genuinely on the verge of a full retreat,” and further receiving an urgent request from his own commanders at the front for reinforcement, Hong Taiji, deeply troubled and anxious upon hearing this news, to the point of coughing up blood, resolved, even before he had fully recovered from his own illness, to depart on August 15, “mobilizing every able-bodied man throughout the Shenyang region, and advancing west toward Jinzhou” to force a decisive engagement against the assembled Ming forces there.

(2) The Decisive Battle at Songshan (August 19–29, 1641)

Eager to reach the Jinzhou front as swiftly as possible, Hong Taiji, disregarding his own continued illness and the considerable fatigue of traveling so great a distance, pressed forward day and night without pause, and, on August 19, reached Qijia Fort, near Songshan, where he summoned Dorgon, Prince Rui, to brief him on the current state of the campaign. Dorgon proposed “constructing siege ladders so as to storm the city directly,” but Hong Taiji instead counseled patience, replying: “It would be better to maintain the siege and wait until their own food supplies are entirely exhausted.” Hong Taiji then personally surveyed the local terrain, observing: “I have long studied Hong Chengchou’s own defensive formation, and have noticed that, while his forces remain densely concentrated at the front, his rear formations appear considerably weaker. I am now convinced: this formation has a strong front but a weak rear, and can therefore be broken.” Hong Taiji accordingly deployed his own forces in the area between Songshan and Xingshan, establishing a line running crosswise across the main road — extending from Wangbao Mountain, Zhuangzhen Terrace, Zhai’er Mountain, and Changling Mountain, through Liuxi Fort and Xiangyin Fort, all the way to Nan Hai Kou and other positions — thereby completely encircling the Ming forces. At this point, Hong Chengchou, observing that Qing forces had “established a ring of encampments completely surrounding Songshan,” grew genuinely alarmed, and, believing that his own forces would prove insufficient to sustain a prolonged engagement while his own food supplies would soon run out entirely, resolved to attempt an immediate breakout. At dawn on August 20, Ming and Qing forces arrayed themselves for a major engagement, its outcome still genuinely uncertain. But that very day, Qing forces succeeded in capturing the grain supplies Ming forces had stockpiled at Bijia Mountain, and further cut off the road connecting Songshan to Xingshan. Hong Chengchou, seeking to concentrate his own strength for a breakout attempt, had no choice but to “withdraw his own seven infantry encampments, consolidating his forces to form a defensive perimeter directly around Songshan city itself.” On the 21st, Qing forces advanced to challenge the Ming position directly; the two sides engaged in prolonged fighting, with heavy casualties on both sides. Hong Chengchou subsequently convened a council of war to discuss the appropriate strategy going forward, and a number of his own commanders proposed that, “given the genuine shortage of provisions, Ming forces ought to withdraw to Ningyuan to replenish their own supplies.” Hong Chengchou’s own earlier resolve to force a decisive engagement so as to relieve the siege of Jinzhou began to waver as well, as he weighed several considerations: first, “the enemy’s own strength remains genuinely formidable, and we shall, in the end, prove unable to break through their lines; and I fear that, should this situation continue for much longer, this dangerous predicament will only grow more deeply entrenched, and this enemy will prove especially difficult to eliminate”; second, “Songshan city itself holds only about a year’s worth of grain reserves for its own garrison, while the far larger relief force encamped outside the city walls will, naturally, find its own supplies considerably harder to transport and sustain”; and third, Zhang Ruoqi, the imperial military supervisor, and others reported that “Songshan’s own grain reserves will last a mere three days at most, and, moreover, not only is Jinzhou itself under siege, but Songshan too now finds itself surrounded; every one of our armies wishes to temporarily withdraw to Ningyuan, so as to prepare for a renewed engagement later — this course of action, too, seems permissible.” For these reasons, Hong Chengchou abandoned his own original strategy of forcing a decisive engagement against Qing forces so as to relieve the siege of Jinzhou, and instead adopted the flawed proposal that Ming forces attempt to break out of the encirclement and withdraw westward to Ningyuan. He accordingly divided the Ming army into two separate columns, with regional commander Wang Tingchen leading the left column and regional commander Ma Ke leading the right column, resolving that the two columns would attempt their breakout that very night. This particular plan, however, carried with it the unmistakable character of a hasty, desperate flight, and had, moreover, been formulated without adequate care or coordination; it seriously undermined morale and cohesion among the Ming forces, leaving them “each harboring their own private intentions to flee, with no genuine unity of purpose whatsoever among them.” As a direct result, before the appointed hour for the coordinated breakout had even arrived, regional commander Wang Pu, “gripped by fear, had already set out ahead of schedule,” triggering a chain reaction in which “every commander scrambled to flee, infantry and cavalry alike trampling one another underfoot, weapons and armor discarded and scattered across the battlefield, with soldiers gazing back in terror at the flickering firelight behind them, believing enemy troops to be closing in upon them from every direction — the entire army thrown into a state of total, catastrophic rout.”

In point of fact, Hong Taiji had already anticipated the very real possibility that Ming forces might attempt precisely this kind of breakout to the west, and had made thorough preparations accordingly. He instructed his own commanders: “Tonight, the enemy will surely attempt to break out. My own left-flank Bordered Banners should array themselves in a line extending all the way to the right flank, with the right-flank Bordered Banners, together with cavalry forces and allied Mongol troops, positioned at the very forefront, arrayed side by side, so as to firmly hold every crossing point along the coastline. Should the enemy attempt to flee, any group of a hundred men should be pursued by a hundred of our own troops, and any group of a thousand men should be pursued by a thousand of our own troops; the greater the number of enemy troops, the more forces we ourselves should commit to intercepting and pursuing them, pressing our own pursuit all the way to the base of Ta Mountain itself.” Sure enough, that very night, Wu Sangui and Wang Pu led their own forces in a covert attempt to flee along the coastal route, but encountered a Qing ambush there, abandoning their own equipment and armor and fleeing in headlong panic into the mountainous region of Xingshan. The remaining Ming forces attempting to break out, finding the overland route to the west blocked as well, turned instead toward the coastal road to the south, only to run into a further Qing ambush there, launched from every direction simultaneously, suffering a catastrophic and total defeat as a result. As contemporary accounts describe this particular breakout attempt: “The fleeing Ming troops scattered across every hillside, filling the entire mountainside; from Xingshan they fled south along the coast all the way to Ta Mountain, and countless numbers drowned attempting to reach the sea.” Hong Chengchou himself, together with Governor Qiu Min’yang, regional commander Cao Biandong, and regional commander Wang Tingchen, leading what remained of his own defeated forces, some 10,000 troops, was forced to retreat back into Songshan city itself. Zhang Ruoqi, the imperial military supervisor, together with Ma Shaoyu, fled by sea aboard fishing boats back to Ningyuan. On the 26th, Wu Sangui and Wang Pu, too, fled from Xingshan toward Ningyuan, but were ambushed by Qing forces at Gaoqiao along the way, with only the two commanders themselves managing to escape with their own lives. From the 27th to the 29th, Qing forces concentrated their own strength to annihilate the remaining scattered and defeated Ming forces entirely. This particular phase of the campaign, lasting a total of ten days, ended in overwhelming and decisive Qing victory. On land alone, Qing forces killed 53,780 Ming troops, capturing 7,444 horses and 9,346 pieces of armor and weaponry of various types; countless further Ming troops drowned attempting to flee by sea, along with countless further horses and armor lost in the process.

(3) The Successive Fall of Songshan, Jinzhou, and Xingshan (August 29, 1641 – May 1642)

Having successfully shattered the Ming forces’ own attempt to break out and flee westward, Hong Taiji resolved to press his advantage, implementing further measures to intensify the ongoing siege of both Songshan and Jinzhou. First, he redeployed Qing forces to establish a garrison at Xingshan as well, so as to “construct a double line of fortifications, digging trenches to more effectively maintain the siege there, precisely as had already been done at Jinzhou.” Second, he strengthened the overall command structure directing the siege of both Songshan and Jinzhou, ordering Jirgalang, Prince of Zheng, together with Beile Dudu, to devote their own full attention to maintaining the siege of Jinzhou, while further ordering Prince Adali, together with Beile Dodo and Luoluohong, among others, to devote their own full attention to maintaining the siege of Songshan. He further proclaimed that “the standing crops that remain to be gathered in around Jinzhou and Songshan may be freely inspected and surveyed by our own forces, and any straw or firewood found outside the city walls may be requisitioned by our own troops at will.” Third, seeking to prevent the Ming forces still besieged at Songshan and Jinzhou from attempting any further breakout to the west, and to guard against the possibility of reinforcement from Ming forces still stationed within the Great Wall, Hong Taiji ordered Muke Sanwang, Prince of the Mongol Khorchin, together with Prince Dangzhusili, to lead their own forces to besiege Xingshan and Gaoqiao as well. With this, the Ming forces trapped within Songshan and Jinzhou found themselves in a genuinely hopeless and desperate predicament, awaiting nothing but their own inevitable destruction.

Following his own failed attempt to break out and his subsequent entrapment at Songshan, the Ming imperial court ordered Hong Chengchou to hold the city to the death, while promising to organize a further, larger relief effort on his behalf. But, at this particular juncture, the Ming dynasty found itself genuinely unable to organize any meaningful relief force whatsoever. Emperor Chongzhen, although he outwardly issued repeated edicts declaring his own intention to “organize relief efforts without delay,” in practice “never dispatched a single soldier, nor sent so much as a single message.” On the contrary, the Ming imperial court instead concluded that “preparations along the Ji-Liao frontier appear to have been reasonably well organized, while the situation at Songshan and Jinzhou seems, by comparison, of comparatively lesser urgency,” and, whenever the Ministry of War convened to discuss defensive strategy, the great majority of those present argued in favor of conserving Ming forces rather than committing them to battle. Remarkably, these same officials even secretly initiated repeated rounds of peace negotiations with the Qing side. At this point, with Songshan itself under siege, the Ming forces trapped within found themselves in a genuinely dire predicament; Hong Chengchou made several attempts to organize a breakout, but every one of these attempts ended in failure. He further dispatched messengers bearing “secret dispatches, their language conveying genuine urgency,” hoping that the Ming court would swiftly dispatch reinforcements to relieve the siege — but no response whatsoever was ever forthcoming. Most seriously of all, Songshan’s own food supplies grew genuinely scarce; whereas the garrison had originally been able to issue two bowls of rice per soldier each day, this ration was, before long, reduced to a single bowl, and, eventually, the city descended into the truly horrific extremity of soldiers being forced to slaughter and eat their own war horses, and even cases of cannibalism among the starving population. Hong Chengchou, watching Songshan teeter on the very brink of total collapse, “sent word ahead requesting terms of surrender before the city could no longer be held” — but this overture was rejected by Qing forces. Just as the situation had grown so dire that “every avenue of supply had been severed, and the entire city’s own food reserves had been utterly exhausted,” Xia Chengde, deputy commander at Songshan, secretly negotiated terms of surrender with the Qing side, promising to serve as an inside collaborator and offering his own son as a hostage in good faith.

On the night of February 28, 1642, Qing forces, acting in accordance with the terms of this secret arrangement, launched their assault against the city; Hooge, Prince of Su, together with Prince Adali, Beile Dodo, Luoluohong, and other commanders, each led a portion of the left- and right-flank forces, together with the Eight Banners’ own cloud-ladder assault troops, setting up scaling ladders against the southern wall of the city. Qing forces waited until the great majority of their own troops had already entered the city before Ming defenders finally became aware of what was happening, at which point Songshan fell entirely. Qing forces annihilated the Ming garrison there; Hong Chengchou, Qiu Min’yang, Wang Tingchen, Cao Biandong, and Zu Dale were all taken prisoner, and Qing forces killed more than 100 Ming officers holding the rank of assistant regional commander or higher, together with more than 3,600 ordinary soldiers, and captured more than 1,240 further prisoners, along with 15,000-odd pieces of armor and weaponry of various types. Qiu Min’yang, Wang Tingchen, and Cao Biandong, three regional commanders, were subsequently executed; Hong Chengchou and Zu Dale were sent to Shenyang, and, before long, both shaved their own heads in the Manchu style and formally surrendered to Qing rule. Having captured Songshan, Qing forces turned their own attention toward Jinzhou. Hong Taiji, on the one hand, concentrated his own forces to intensify the ongoing assault against Jinzhou itself, and, on the other hand, dispatched Zu Dale, who had only recently surrendered, into the city of Jinzhou to persuade his own elder brother, Zu Dashou, to surrender as well. Zu Dashou, having exhausted every possible strategy for continuing to hold the city, and having, moreover, just learned that Songshan itself had already fallen, resolved to dispatch an envoy to Jirgalang, Prince of Zheng, and Dorgon, Prince Rui, formally requesting to surrender. On March 10, Zu Dashou led his own forces out of the city and formally surrendered. On April 25, Jirgalang, Prince of Zheng, led Qing forces in an assault against Xingshan, using “Red-Coat” cannon to breach more than twenty zhang of the city’s own defensive walls, thereby compelling the Ming garrison there to open the city gates and surrender as well.

With this, Qing forces had successfully captured all three of the strategically vital cities of Songshan, Jinzhou, and Xingshan. The elite Ming forces stationed beyond the Great Wall had, by this point, been almost entirely wiped out, with only the single, isolated stronghold of Ningyuan still remaining under Ming control. The Ningjin defensive line, which the Ming dynasty had once relied upon so heavily, had, by this point, collapsed entirely, and Qing forces now controlled the crucially important strategic corridor connecting Liaodong to the region within the Great Wall, opening the very gateway leading into the Central Plains region, and paving the way for the Qing dynasty’s own eventual unification of the whole of China and the establishment of Qing rule over the entire realm.



III. Commentary

The Ming dynasty’s own defeat at the Battle of Songjin reflected not merely a failure of operational command, but also a fundamental failure of strategic guidance, and, more deeply still, stood as the inevitable consequence of the Ming dynasty’s own thoroughly corrupt political governance. That the declining, decadent Ming dynasty should ultimately fall to the rising, ascendant Qing dynasty was, in truth, no mere accident of history. The Ming dynasty’s own military defeat stemmed, first and foremost, from its own thoroughly corrupt political governance, its own repeated diplomatic missteps, and the compounding pressure exerted by the ongoing peasant rebellion within its own territory. Although the Ming dynasty did, admittedly, find itself confronting a genuine two-front war, the fundamental cause of its own defeat lay in the persistent vacillation of its own strategic guidance, together with serious errors in the actual employment of strategy and tactics and genuine failures of operational command. The lessons this particular defeat offers prove genuinely profound, and carry important insight for later generations even today.

(1) Corrupt and Incompetent Political Governance

Emperor Chongzhen, Zhu Youjian, fell victim to Hong Taiji’s own deliberate scheme to sow discord within the Ming court, executing Yuan Chonghuan and a great many other capable ministers who had once resisted the Jin threat, leaving Ming military and political leadership throughout the Liaodong region genuinely unsettled and demoralized. Zhu Youjian himself possessed no genuine strategic vision of his own, and, lacking any real, sustained resolve to resist Qing forces, remained singularly preoccupied with suppressing the ongoing peasant uprisings instead, adopting, with respect to the Qing threat, a fundamentally passive and defensive posture, even to the point of ultimately entertaining a policy of compromise and appeasement. In the eleventh year of the Chongzhen reign period, he secretly instructed Yang Sichang, his own Minister of War, to pursue peace negotiations with the Qing side, and further redirected funds originally earmarked for the defense of Liaodong toward suppressing the ongoing peasant rebellion instead — a decision he was ultimately compelled to reverse, and to dispatch troops to confront Qing forces decisively, only in the face of fierce opposition from throughout the Ming court. Beyond this, before the great decisive battle itself, although the eunuch faction that had once dominated the court had, by this point, already been formally dismantled, the Ming court nevertheless remained genuinely fractured, with “far too many competing civil officials, and endless disputes among the various censors and remonstrance officials” — leaving the chain of command genuinely fragmented, with no single figure possessing genuine, unified authority. This particular defeat, fundamentally speaking, was the direct product of the Ming dynasty’s own thoroughly corrupt and dysfunctional political governance. Emperor Chongzhen, though himself a comparatively young ruler, possessed neither genuine skill in the employment of military force nor any real, practical experience of actual command, and yet insisted on personally retaining ultimate decision-making authority over military affairs, governing according to his own arbitrary and headstrong judgment, frequently issuing direct orders from the capital based on nothing more than his own personal assumptions about the situation at the front. Confronting so grave a crisis and so genuinely complex a situation, he remained perpetually anxious and impatient, eager for a swift resolution, and yet correspondingly indecisive and lacking genuine resolve. He proved unable to place genuine trust in his own subordinates, harboring constant suspicion toward them instead, while believing himself supremely intelligent and capable — and yet his own actual conduct frequently proved genuinely erratic and inappropriate. Subordinate officials who achieved genuine merit frequently went unrewarded and were, at times, even summarily dismissed from their own posts; the slightest misstep, meanwhile, could invite swift and severe punishment, even execution — leaving the entire court gripped by constant anxiety and uncertainty, with no one genuinely willing to take bold, decisive action of their own initiative. Even Hong Taiji himself, upon meeting personally with the captured Hong Chengchou, offered the following remarkably perceptive observation: the Ming dynasty suffered from “a ruler who remained genuinely ignorant of the true state of affairs, while his own ministers, in turn, kept him deliberately in the dark.”

(2) Strategic Guidance That Shifted Erratically, Without Any Genuine Consistency

Viewed from a purely military perspective, the Ming dynasty’s own defeat at the Battle of Songjin stemmed directly from a fundamentally flawed underlying strategic doctrine — one that disregarded the genuine, objective realities of the situation Ming forces actually faced, blindly hoping instead for a swift and decisive resolution to the conflict, advancing recklessly and impetuously in pursuit of a quick victory. The repeated engagements fought over the course of this campaign made clear that Qing forces, though not especially well suited to direct assaults against fortified positions, nor genuinely well positioned to sustain a truly prolonged standoff, given their own comparatively limited logistical resources — resources, in certain respects, even more constrained than those of the Ming dynasty itself — nevertheless excelled at fast-moving cavalry engagements conducted across open terrain, and consistently proved able to seize decisive victory at the very moment when the outcome of a given engagement still hung genuinely in the balance. Yuan Chonghuan had, in fact, already observed, years before, that Ming forces held little genuine advantage in open-field combat against Qing cavalry, and that the only truly reliable strategy available to Ming forces lay in relying on well-fortified cities and powerful artillery to counter the Qing threat instead. For this reason, when Ming forces recklessly committed themselves to open battle, deploying their own forces in massed concentration across open terrain, arraying themselves for a decisive confrontation — a situation described, at the time, as one in which “our own forces were densely concentrated at the front, while our rear formations remained considerably weaker” — this played directly into Qing forces’ own particular tactical strengths. At the very outset of the campaign, when Hong Chengchou first proposed his own strategic doctrine of “combining defense with selective offense,” the Ming Ministry of War responded with considerable enthusiasm, praising this approach as “a genuinely experienced and seasoned frontier strategy,” one that “combined offense and defense in careful balance, giving due consideration to both internal and external factors alike, and precisely suited to the actual demands of the situation” — urging Emperor Chongzhen to formally approve this proposal as swiftly as possible. In the twelfth year of the Chongzhen reign period, the peasant rebel forces, having previously suffered a temporary setback, once again grew increasingly active and resurgent, leaving the Ming ruling establishment confronting the genuinely difficult prospect of fighting a two-front war simultaneously. For this reason, Emperor Chongzhen grew genuinely eager to bring the conflict along the western Liaoning front to as swift a conclusion as possible, so as to free up additional troops and provisions to more effectively confront the ongoing peasant rebellion instead. Chen Xinjia, the Ming Minister of War, catered directly to this impatient, results-driven mindset, proposing a strategy of swift, decisive engagement instead; Zhang Ruoqi, a bureau director within the Ministry of War, further amplified and encouraged this same impulse from the sidelines. Emperor Chongzhen, heeding only the voices he wished to hear, abruptly reversed his own earlier position, abandoning the sound strategic doctrine of “combining defense with selective offense” he had, until then, formally endorsed. He accordingly issued a formal edict ordering Hong Chengchou to advance his own timetable and force a decisive engagement against Qing forces without further delay. Hong Chengchou, leading his own massive relief force to Jinzhou, had originally intended to proceed cautiously, consolidating each successive position along the way, adhering to his own preferred strategy of prolonged, methodical engagement — but, under the mounting pressure of the imperial court’s own repeated demands, he found himself forced to abandon his own sound operational plan instead, leaving his own supplies stockpiled at Ningyuan, Xingshan, and Bijia Mountain, northwest of Ta Mountain, and personally leading a vanguard force of 60,000 troops ahead of the rest, with the remainder of his own army following behind, until his forces finally converged at Songshan. This particular decision sowed the very seeds of the catastrophic defeat that would, before long, befall Ming forces. Qing forces, for their own part, drew important lessons from their own two previous defeats, at Ningyuan and at Songjin, and proved able to accurately assess the evolving situation, adapting their own strategy in direct response to Ming forces’ own true intentions, adopting an operational approach built around besieging the city itself so as to lure and defeat any relief force that might come to its aid. Qing forces first strengthened their own comprehensive national strength, “harassing Ming positions within the Great Wall so as to draw Ming attention away from the frontier beyond it,” thereby disrupting the Ming dynasty’s own broader strategic dispositions from the outset. At the same time, Qing forces worked to win over Korea and the Mongols, eliminating the threat these two powers might otherwise have posed along Qing forces’ own flanks, thereby establishing a genuinely favorable overall strategic position for themselves.

(3) Serious Errors in Battle Deployment and Command

At the time, the single greatest error Hong Chengchou committed lay in concentrating his own relief force, more than 100,000 strong, in a dense formation in the region between Songshan and Jinzhou, near Rufeng Mountain, while failing to deploy adequate forces to hold Changling Mountain, to the west of Songshan and Xingshan. His own reasoning for this particular deployment was that, although Ming forces had already fought Qing forces to a standstill on several occasions in the region between Songshan, Xingshan, and Jinzhou, inflicting a number of setbacks on their adversary, Ming forces still found themselves unable to actually break through to relieve Jinzhou itself. He accordingly resolved to concentrate the greatest possible force at Songshan’s own northern flank, so as to mass his own strength for a swift and decisive breakthrough against the ongoing Qing siege of Jinzhou. But once his own initial assault, launched in early August, failed to achieve its intended breakthrough, Zhang Dou, the Ming military supervisor for the Datong region, proposed that Ming forces “ought to garrison a portion of their own forces at Changling Mountain, so as to guard against the possibility of the enemy circling around to strike at our own rear.” Hong Chengchou, however, again rejected this sound proposal, declaring: “I myself have commanded troops in the field for twelve years now — what could a mere scholar possibly know of such matters?” Hong Chengchou had, in fact, entirely failed to take into proper account the very real possibility that Qing forces might swiftly redeploy substantial reinforcements to the front — and, sure enough, by the 19th, Qing forces had already brought up 3,000 cavalry as reinforcements, “occupying Changling Mountain by midday, and loudly proclaiming their intention to besiege Songshan itself; I myself suspected this to be nothing more than a deliberate deception, and accordingly took no action in response.” In point of fact, at this particular juncture, it would still have been entirely possible for Ming forces to urgently redeploy a portion of their own strength to hold Changling Mountain — but Hong Chengchou failed to take this crucial precautionary step. Hong Chengchou himself believed that he had already accumulated extensive practical experience through his own past campaigns against the peasant rebel forces, but he had seriously underestimated Qing forces’ own genuine capacity to mount an effective relief and reinforcement effort of their own. Once the siege of Jinzhou had grown genuinely urgent, Qing forces proved capable of rapidly dispatching substantial reinforcements all the way from Shenyang, some 600 li distant, arriving within just a few days — a development that caught Hong Chengchou entirely by surprise, and one he had never genuinely anticipated. He failed to seize the opportune moment to press a swift, decisive assault against Jinzhou while Qing forces still remained comparatively vulnerable, choosing instead to simply watch and wait. Once Hong Taiji himself had arrived at Songshan, he immediately recognized the fatal flaw in the Ming forces’ own overall deployment, and promptly resolved to position the relief force he himself had brought squarely between Songshan and Xingshan — establishing a continuous defensive line stretching from Wuxin River and Nü’er River in the south all the way to the sea, cutting directly across the main road and encamping his own forces there in an unbroken line, thereby severing Songshan entirely from Xingshan, and cutting off the Ming forces at Songshan from their own line of retreat. This particular maneuver proved decisive precisely because the Ming relief force’s own daily supply of grain and provisions depended entirely on a single logistical route, running from Ningyuan in the rear, by way of Ta Mountain, to Xingshan itself. By the time Hong Chengchou finally recognized the true gravity of this particular threat, Qing forces had, by this point, already completed the encirclement of his own army entirely.







	# Part Four: Battle Cases of Our Army (the People’s Liberation Army)





	## Chapter 39: The Battle of the Xiang River (November 28 – December 3, 1934)



	The Battle of the Xiang River was a battle fought during the Long March of the Central Red Army, in which the Red Army broke through the Nationalist army’s fourth blockade line in the Xiang River area of northern Guangxi. The battle began on November 28, 1934 and ended on December 3; through valiant and hard fighting, the Red Army broke through the Nationalist army’s fourth blockade line, thwarting Chiang Kai-shek’s plan to annihilate the Red Army east of the Xiang River. But this battle was also the costliest engagement of the Central Red Army’s entire Long March: combined with the losses suffered in breaking through the first three blockade lines (including non-combat attrition), the Central Red Army, after crossing the Xiang River, had been reduced from the more than 86,000 troops with which it had set out on the Long March to little more than 30,000. Through the bitter lesson of these grievous casualties, the Communist Party of China and the Red Army came to recognize the necessity of choosing the correct military line represented by Comrade Mao Zedong — a realization that formed an important part of the process leading up to the Zunyi Conference, and one that occupies an important place in the history of the Chinese revolution and of Chinese warfare.



	### I. Background of the Operation and the Intentions of Both Sides



	In July 1934, under the mistaken guidance of Wang Ming’s “Left” adventurist and dogmatist line, the situation of the Central Red Army’s Fifth Counter-“Encirclement” Campaign grew steadily more perilous, and it had become impossible to break the enemy’s “encirclement” from within the Soviet Area. The Party Central Committee had already begun preparing to withdraw from the Central Soviet Area. While dispatching the Red 7th Corps northward as a vanguard force to resist Japan, it also decided that the Red 6th Corps of the Hunan-Jiangxi Soviet Area would serve as an advance force for the Central Red Army, breaking out of the Hunan-Jiangxi Soviet Area ahead of the main body, penetrating into Hunan, drawing the enemy’s attention, and opening up a revolutionary base area in central Hunan, so as to secure a foothold for the Central Red Army when it carried out its strategic transfer toward the western Hunan Soviet Area under He Long’s leadership. Led by Ren Bishi, Xiao Ke, Wang Zhen, and others, the Red 6th Corps broke out from Hengshi and Xinjiangkou in Suichuan County of the Hunan-Jiangxi Soviet Area on August 7, 1934, and by October 24 had broken through the Nationalist army’s encirclement and pursuit, joining forces successfully with the Red 3rd Army (the Red 2nd Corps) under He Long’s command at Hengtan in Yinjiang County in eastern Guizhou, and beginning the creation of the Hunan-Hubei-Sichuan-Guizhou border base area.



	In September 1934, the Fifth Counter-“Encirclement” Campaign in the Central Soviet Area ended in defeat, and the Central Red Army was compelled to carry out a strategic transfer, preparing to join forces with the Red 1st and 6th Corps then operating in western Hunan-Hubei. In mid-October, the main force of the First Front Army — the 1st, 3rd, 5th, 8th, and 9th Corps — together with the rear-echelon organs, more than 86,000 men in all, withdrew from the Central Soviet Area from Ruijin, Xingguo, Yudu, and other localities, beginning their breakout and westward march.



	On October 21, the Central Red Army broke through the first blockade line in southern Jiangxi, at a cost of more than 3,700 casualties; on November 4, it broke through the second blockade line, at a cost of more than 9,700 casualties; and on November 13, it broke through the third blockade line in southern Hunan, at a cost of more than 8,600 casualties, advancing from southern Hunan Province toward the northern part of Guangxi Province (present-day Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region) and entering the border area between Hunan and Guangxi.



	The Nationalist Army’s Operational Intentions and Deployment



	It was only after the Red Army broke through the second blockade line that Chiang Kai-shek truly grasped that the intention behind the Red Army’s strategic transfer was not to move south but to move west, and he went on to judge that the Red Army would “certainly flee along the Wuling mountain range, following the old route taken by the Xiao [Ke] bandits, passing through Xing’an and Quanzhou.” He accordingly rushed to deploy his forces, intending to encircle and annihilate the Red Army “in the area east of the Xiang and Li Rivers.”



	On November 12, Chiang Kai-shek appointed the Hunanese warlord He Jian as Commander-in-Chief of the “Pursuit and Suppression” Army for the Hunan-Guangdong-Guangxi border area, with Xue Yue, a trusted officer of the Central Army, serving as “Forward Front Commander,” commanding a total of 26 divisions and roughly 300,000 troops — nine divisions of the Central Army, seven divisions of He Jian’s Hunan army, four divisions of Chen Jitang’s Guangdong army, and five divisions of the Guangxi army under Li Zongren and Bai Chongxi — combining forces to “suppress” the Red Army. On November 16, He Jian and Xue Yue convened the division and staff commanders of the Central Army and the Hunan army at Hengyang for a military conference to discuss the plan for “pursuit and suppression.” At the conference, Xue Yue judged that “the possibility that the enemy intends to enter western Hunan from the northwest of Hunan to join forces with He Long is not great; the possibility of lingering along the Guangdong border at Lianxian or the Guangxi border in the He-Fu area, moving slowly, then heading south into Guangdong or Guangxi, is also small, since survival there would be difficult. Viewed comprehensively, the greatest likelihood is that they intend to move west, forcing a crossing of the Xiang River into Guangxi and then turning toward Guizhou, following in Xiao Ke’s footsteps.” On this basis, he argued that the “pursuit and suppression” force should “make use of the natural barrier of the Xiang River, pursuing fiercely on the one hand and blocking fiercely on the other, using a strong and capable portion of the force, in coordination with friendly Guangxi forces, to hold the four passes from Quanzhou to north of Guanyang, deploying along the Xiang River to block and intercept the enemy, with the main force pressing close in pursuit from the rear; another portion should first seize Daoxian, while yet another portion should be held in strategic reserve between Qiyang, Lingling, and Quanzhou, to guard against the Communist forces advancing north by way of Lingling, so that once they have been smashed at the Xiang River, they can be pursued and annihilated.” The conference laid out the assignment of five columns for the “pursuit and suppression” of the Red Army:



	1. The Hunan army’s 28th Corps, under Liu Jiansui, was to move with four divisions to Quanzhou in Guangxi and deploy along the eastern bank of the Xiang River, linking up with the Guangxi army’s 15th Corps under Xia Wei, stationed at Guanyang in Guangxi, to block the enemy head-on; 2. The Central Army’s 36th Corps, under Zhou Hunyuan, with three divisions, was to pursue the Red Army closely, advancing by way of Ningyuan to occupy Daoxian, so as to prevent the Red Army from moving south into northern Guangxi; 3. Two divisions of the Hunan army’s 27th Corps were to advance by way of Guiyang, Jiahe, and Ningyuan, pursuing along the Red Army’s line of advance; 4. One division of the Hunan army’s 16th Corps was to advance by way of Lanshan and Linwu, linking up with the Guangdong army to prevent the Red Army from moving south; 5. Xue Yue would personally lead five divisions of the Central Army along the Hunan-Guangxi highway to strike from the flank, remaining mobile so as to prevent the Central Red Army from moving north to join forces with the Red 2nd and 6th Corps.



	At the same time, He Jian also sent representatives to Guangxi to coordinate the plan for blocking the Xiang River with Bai Chongxi, commander-in-chief of the Guangxi army’s “Communist suppression” forces.



	This plan sought to make use of the natural barrier of the Xiang River, and, with superior numbers and superior equipment, to exploit the more than 600 blockhouses of every size scattered along the banks in northern Guangxi and southern Hunan, opening a sack-like trap across the triangular area roughly 130 kilometers long and 50 kilometers wide bounded by Quanzhou, Xing’an, and Guanyang — blocking the Red Army in front, pursuing it from behind, and hemming it in on both flanks, so as to achieve an “iron-walled encirclement” and annihilate it in a single stroke. Chiang Kai-shek, who was directing operations from Nanchang, greatly approved of this plan, and repeatedly admonished He Jian in his own handwritten letters: “The fate of the Party and the nation rests on this single battle — I trust you will pursue and suppress the enemy with all your strength.”



	In early November as well, Li Zongren and Bai Chongxi convened a military conference at Nanning to discuss countermeasures for blocking the Red Army. In the end they settled on an overall policy toward the Red Army that amounted to “seeing the guest off” — that is, not allowing the Red Army to penetrate into the interior of Guangxi, but putting on a show of blocking it, while in reality preserving the strength of the Guangxi army. This served the dual purpose of preventing the Red Army from penetrating deep into Guangxi’s heartland while also avoiding the danger that the Central Army might use the opportunity to follow the Red Army into Guangxi. The specific approach was to leave open a route by which the Red Army could pass through the north into Hunan and Guizhou — not blocking its head, not cutting its waist, but striking only at its rear guard — merely going through the motions to satisfy Chiang Kai-shek. After the meeting, Bai Chongxi deployed the 15th Corps to occupy positions around Guanyang and Quanzhou, while the 7th Corps held the Gongcheng-Xing’an line as a flank-strike position. While the Guangxi army was in the process of deploying its forces, Bai Chongxi received a secret telegram from an agent planted within the Nanjing government, warning that Chiang Kai-shek intended to force the Red Army to stream into Guangdong and Guangxi on both sides of Longhu Pass, and then order the Central Army to press forward on a massive scale, so as to achieve the aim of eliminating the Guangxi clique, the Guangdong clique, and the Red Army all at once. Bai Chongxi immediately ordered the main force of the Guangxi army to shift to hold Longhu Pass, leaving only a small force between Guanyang and Yong’an Pass and opening up the whole county, while the 7th Corps was held in readiness at Gongcheng to prevent any further westward advance by the Red Army and to guard against the Central Army entering Guangxi under cover of the confusion. As a result, enemy strength along the Quanzhou-Xing’an line was comparatively thin.



	The Red Army’s Operational Intentions and Deployment



	At the time, Bo Gu — the leader of the Party Central Committee and Central Revolutionary Military Commission — together with Otto Braun (Li De), the German military advisor sent by the Communist International, pursued a policy of nothing but retreat and flight, avoiding battle wherever possible. Bent on realizing the plan to reach western Hunan and join forces with the Red 2nd and 6th Corps, they decided that the Central Red Army would advance in two columns: the right column, the Red 1st Corps’ 2nd Division, seized Daoxian on November 22, while the left column, the Red 9th Corps, occupied Huajiang on November 24; the entire army then crossed the Xiao River between Daoxian and Huajiang, and the Red 8th and 9th Corps moved west out toward Yongming (present-day Jiangyong).



	Upon learning of the Guangxi clique’s operational intentions and its adjusted deployment, the Party Central Committee and the Central Revolutionary Military Commission issued, on November 25, an order to carry out the Battle of the Xiang River and break through the enemy’s fourth blockade line. The main force of the Red 1st Corps (commanded by Lin Biao, with Nie Rongzhen as political commissar), the Red 3rd Corps (commanded by Peng Dehuai, with Yang Shangkun as political commissar), and the Red 8th Corps (commanded by Zhou Kun, with Huang Su as political commissar) were formed into the assault force, tasked with rapidly forcing a crossing of the Xiang River between Quanzhou and Xing’an, where enemy strength was comparatively thin. One division of the Red 1st Corps, together with the Red 5th Corps (commanded by Dong Zhentang, with Li Zhuoran as political commissar) and the Red 9th Corps (commanded by Luo Binghui, with Cai Shufan as political commissar), formed the covering force, tasked with blocking the enemy’s advance. The plan called for the army to advance toward the Xiang River area in four columns, before turning into the Xiyan area on the Hunan-Guangxi border.



	On November 27, the vanguard units — the 2nd Division of the Red 1st Corps (commanded by Chen Guang, with Liu Yalou as political commissar) and the 4th Division of the Red 3rd Corps (commanded by Zhang Zongxun, with Huang Kecheng as political commissar) — forced a crossing of the Xiang River between Xing’an and Quanzhou. On the right flank, the 4th Regiment of the 2nd Division of the Red 1st Corps rushed to Jieshou; since the defending enemy had already withdrawn to Guanghuapu, the regiment occupied this important crossing point at the border of Quanzhou and Xing’an without a fight. On the left flank, the 4th Division occupied Guanghuapu and stood guard to the south against the Guangxi army approaching from the direction of Xing’an, while the 5th Division (commanded by Li Tianyou, with Zhong Chibing as political commissar) also occupied Xindeng and Madu Bridge, preparing to block the Guangxi army advancing north from Guanyang. By the evening of the 27th, with the Red 1st Corps on the right flank and the Red 3rd Corps on the left, the Red Army had gained control of both banks of the Xiang River along a sixty-li stretch between Jieshou and Pingshan ferry crossing, within which there were four shallow fords that could be crossed on foot. The Red 5th Corps, serving as the rear guard for the entire army, fought as it withdrew, delaying and blocking the pursuing enemy so as to cover the passage of the whole force.



	### II. Course of the Operation



	On November 21, the Red 9th Corps captured the county seat of Jianghua, and dispatched two regiments to stage a feint attack on Longhu Pass, a key strategic point in Guangxi, so as to draw the Guangxi army eastward as reinforcement. On receiving this report, Bai Chongxi grew extremely alarmed, realizing that the Red Army’s passage through the region could no longer be avoided; to prevent the Red Army from seizing Guilin, he ordered his main force to shift north to the Longhu Pass and Gongcheng area, so as to block the Red Army’s westward advance while also guarding against Chiang Kai-shek’s forces entering Guangxi under cover of the confusion. The sudden withdrawal of Guangxi army defenses along the Quanzhou-Xing’an line threw He Jian into a panic, and he was forced to order Liu Jiansui’s four divisions to move south to Quanxian immediately, while the pursuing columns on every front stepped up their pursuit. On the 28th, on learning that the Guangxi clique had falsely reported the military situation and abandoned the Xiang River defense line, Chiang Kai-shek flew into a rage, and once again sternly ordered the Guangxi and Hunan armies to retake the river crossings, to strike from both sides at the Red Army’s forward units that had already crossed the Xiang River, and to block the units that had not yet crossed.



	With the Guangxi army’s defenses withdrawn and the Hunan army not yet in position, the Red Army’s vanguard seized the opportunity to occupy the Xiang River crossings, giving the Central Red Army a direct path to the Xiang River running from Yong’an Pass and Leikou Pass. On November 28, the Central Revolutionary Military Commission issued an order that “our forces are to complete the crossing of the Xiang River entirely between the 29th and the 30th”; but in fact, owing to slow movement, the Military Commission’s column did not begin crossing at Jieshou until the morning of the 30th.



	At this time, four divisions of Zhou Hunyuan’s Central Army force occupied Daoxian. Liu Jiansui’s Hunan army force moved south from the Huangshahe area and occupied Quanzhou. The enemy had by now formed a pincer movement from north and south, and the situation had grown extremely critical. Under Chiang Kai-shek’s stern pressure, and in order to prevent the Central Army from following the Red Army into Guangxi, Bai Chongxi, on the one hand, announced that the Red Army had “already fled northward along the Hunan-Guangxi border, and that the fighting along the Fuchuan-Hexian border had been pacified,” while on the other hand ordering the 15th Corps and one division of the 7th Corps to return to Guanyang, splitting his forces to advance along the road from two directions — one advancing north from the Guanyang area to attack the east bank of the Xiang River, the other advancing from Xing’an against the Red Army forces on the west bank of the Xiang River, engaging the Red 3rd Corps in fierce fighting. The Red Army officers and men on both banks of the Xiang River, in order to cover the passage of the entire army, threw their flesh and blood against the enemy’s raging bombardment from aircraft and heavy artillery, fighting a brutal decisive battle against a numerically superior enemy, and paying a terrible price to cover the crossing of the units that followed. The fighting unfolded chiefly across four battlefields.



	(1) The Blocking Action at Xinxu (November 28–30, 1934)



	Xinxu lay barely more than thirty li from the Xiang River crossing, and a single road linked it to Guanyang, making it the road the Guangxi army had to pass through on its advance to the Xiang River. On either side of the road lay several kilometers of unbroken hills, thick with vegetation, well suited to concealment and ambush. But behind those hills lay open, level plain with no natural defenses at all. The Red 3rd Corps’ 5th Division (commanded by Li Tianyou, with Zhong Chibing as political commissar), which had all along served as the Corps’ vanguard, received an urgent telegram from Corps headquarters while on a forced march toward the Xiang River, at Wenshi, ordering it to move at once to the vicinity of Xinxu in Guanyang, to block the Guangxi army, secure the safety of the Red Army’s left flank, and cover the crossing of the Central Column. Corps commander Peng Dehuai’s order in the telegram read: “Spare no cost — hold at all costs for three to four days!” He also specially transferred the artillery battalion directly attached to the Corps by the Military Commission to fight in coordination with the 5th Division.



	At dawn on November 28, the Guangxi army’s 7th Corps surged along the road toward the positions of the Red 5th Division. Enjoying an overwhelming advantage in both weapons and manpower, the Guangxi troops did not at first take the Red Army seriously, and, backed by several aircraft and heavy artillery, launched a fierce assault. Although the Red 5th Division had few heavy weapons, it resisted with great tenacity, wave after wave of men pressing forward as those before them fell, contesting every position repeatedly with the enemy. That day, the Guangxi army paid a price of nearly 500 casualties merely to seize a few small hills near the road. Zhang Wenhong, commander of the Guangxi army’s 44th Division, could only lament in his battle report that day: “Several attacks have made no progress at all.”



	The failure of this opening engagement enraged Bai Chongxi, and over the following two days the Guangxi army committed still more troops, expanding its assault formations from squad and platoon strength to full companies and battalions, and sending part of its force to swing around through the high mountains along the Red Army’s left flank. Attacked from front and rear alike, the Red Army nevertheless held its ground to the death, often fighting to the very last man. After repeated and violent clashes, Red Army casualties mounted steadily. By the afternoon of the 29th, two of the three battalion commanders of the 15th Regiment had already been killed, its regimental commander Bai Zhiwen had been severely wounded, its political commissar Luo Yuanfa had been struck in the head, and Hu Zhen, the division’s chief of staff, who had come forward to command in the acting regimental commander’s place, was also killed in action on the afternoon of the 30th. By the final, critical stage of the fighting, fewer than 400 men in the entire regiment remained capable of fighting; Luo Yuanfa, wounded but still directing the battle, organized the guards, signalmen, and staff officers of the regimental headquarters and threw them into the front line, and the 15th Regiment held its position to the very end. Huang Miaochang, commander of the 14th Regiment, which fought alongside the 15th Regiment, was killed in a counterattack on the 29th.



	At four o’clock on the afternoon of the 30th, division commander Li Tianyou received a telegram from Corps headquarters informing him that the Central Column had safely crossed the river and that the blocking mission was complete; he accordingly handed over the defense to the Red 6th Division, as ordered, and rapidly crossed the river himself. By this time, of the more than 3,000 men in the division, more than 2,000 had already been lost.



	(2) The Blocking Action at Guanghuapu (November 29 – December 1)



	Guanghuapu lay between Xing’an county and Jieshou, one of the important crossings on the Xiang River, less than six li from Jieshou, in a fairly open hilly area not particularly well suited for a defensive position. Yet it formed the last line of defense before Jieshou, and for the Red 3rd Corps’ 4th Division, tasked with holding it, there was no choice but to fight with their backs to the river. Peng Dehuai decided to personally direct this critically important and exceptionally difficult battle, setting up Corps headquarters at Sanguantang, just a few hundred meters from the crossing at the northern edge of Jieshou town, so that he could observe the situation at the crossing at all times.



	On the evening of November 29, four regiments of the Guangxi army, familiar with the local terrain, launched a night attack on the Red Army, using flanking tactics to quickly break through the Guanghuapu position and drive straight for the Jieshou crossing; the west bank of the Jieshou crossing was lost. At this moment, the Central Column’s 1st Column was about to arrive at the east bank to cross the river, and the situation had become extremely critical. Shen Shuqing, commander of the 4th Division’s 10th Regiment, led the 1st and 2nd Battalions in a rush to the crossing, and after repeated charges recaptured it, strengthening the defenses and consolidating the surrounding positions.



	The fighting on the 30th grew even fiercer. An enemy force dozens of times larger than the Red Army converged on the positions of the 10th Regiment, and its commander, Shen Shuqing, was struck by enemy fire and killed. The regiment’s political commissar, Yang Yong, led the troops out of the trenches and engaged the enemy in hand-to-hand combat, driving back the attack. Peng Dehuai immediately ordered the division’s chief of staff, Du Zhongmei, to take command of the 10th Regiment in Shen’s place. On the afternoon of the 30th, Du Zhongmei himself was struck by enemy fire and killed while directing the fighting at the 2nd Battalion’s position. Only at nightfall did the Guangxi army finally take the Guanghuapu position. Peng Dehuai urgently ordered the 10th Regiment, which had withdrawn to the second blocking line, to counterattack that same night, and after a night of hard fighting the position was recaptured. On December 1, with the support of the Red 5th Division, which had by then completed its blocking mission at Xinxu, the Red Army continued to fend off more than a dozen further enemy assaults, holding on until it was ordered to withdraw only after the Central Column had completed its crossing.



	(3) The Blocking Action at Juoshanpu (November 28 – December 1)



	The blocking action at Juoshanpu in Quanzhou was the bloodiest engagement of the entire battle, the one in which both sides committed the largest numbers of troops and in which the Red Army suffered its heaviest losses.



	On November 26, after the headquarters of the Red 1st Corps, under Lin Biao and Nie Rongzhen, serving as the right-flank vanguard, reached Shitang, it sent an order by telegram to the 2nd Division, which had already crossed the Xiang River, to counterattack the county seat of Quanzhou. At this time, the 1st and 3rd Regiments of the Red 1st Division remained on the west bank of the Xiao River, continuing to block the pursuing enemy; the 2nd Regiment was moving with Corps headquarters, while the 4th Regiment of the 2nd Division was still at Jieshou. On the 27th, Corps headquarters and its leaders crossed the Xiang River at Daping crossing and hurried, by way of Ermeitan, to Juoshanpu, where, guided by local villagers, they compared the terrain against military maps, surveyed the ground and topography on the spot, and decided at once to make Juoshanpu the main battlefield for the blocking action.



	At Juoshanpu, on both sides of the Xiang River, ran two parallel ranges of low hills, each about two kilometers long and running east-west, each with several smaller peaks, forming a double “cross” shape with the north-south Guihuang highway that ran between them. To the east of the highway lay Jianfengling and Huangdiling; to the west lay Chongtian Fenghuang Mountain, Meinü Shutou Mountain, Mihua Mountain, and Huaizhong Baozi Mountain. Huangdiling and Huaizhong Baozi Mountain were the highest points, both at the southern end, so that the terrain as a whole was higher in the south and lower in the north — meaning that the enemy, approaching from the north, would have to attack uphill, while the Red Army held the high ground. Given this terrain, Corps commander Lin Biao, political commissar Nie Rongzhen, and chief of staff Zuo Quan decided to build two blocking lines around Juoshanpu, with the northern range of hills serving as the first blocking line and the southern range as the second. The two lines were designed to complement and reinforce one another, forming a single strongpoint-based defensive system. The Red 1st Corps set up its forward command post on Mihua Mountain, on the first blocking line, so as to direct the battle at close range and ensure that the Central Red Army could force its crossing of the Xiang River.



	However, on the morning of November 28, the only Red Army units that had reached the Juoshanpu position as ordered were the 2nd Regiment of the 1st Division (commanded by Li Jukui, with Lai Chuanzhu as political commissar) and the 5th and 6th Regiments of the 2nd Division. The Red 1st Corps’ 15th Division (commanded by Peng Shaohui, with Xiao Hua as political commissar) was charged with protecting the column of the Central Military Commission and could not possibly reach Juoshan in time to join the fighting. Corps headquarters therefore had no choice but to order the 4th Regiment and the main force of the 1st Division, once they had completed their mission of seizing the crossing and providing relay cover, to march through the night and race to Juoshan to join the effort to block the Hunan army. But headquarters had no way of knowing when the main force of the 1st Division, still far off on the Guangxi-Hunan border, would actually arrive. As a result, the four regiments that had reached Juoshan, together with Corps direct-subordinate units, numbered barely more than 5,000 men — a painfully thin force to hold a stretch of hills tens of li in extent. Corps headquarters therefore decided that, until the main force of the 1st Division arrived at Juoshan, the 2nd Division would be deployed with its main strength concentrated on both sides of the Guihuang highway, and that once the 1st Division arrived it would be redeployed, as originally planned, to the west side of the highway.



	On the morning of the 29th, Liu Jiansui committed his entire force — three divisions, fifteen regiments — from Quanzhou, driving straight for Juoshanpu, supported by several dozen mountain guns and five or six aircraft. The forward positions of the Red 4th Regiment bore the brunt of the attack. The explosions of enemy shells and heavy bombs never ceased, stunning many soldiers who had not had time to build fortifications, leaving them bleeding from the ears and nose; and yet they resisted tenaciously, for an entire day, the enemy’s combined assault of aircraft, artillery, and infantry, until the two sides fell into a standoff. On the 30th, as neighboring units’ positions fell, the Red 4th Regiment came under attack from three sides, with the Hunan army launching a direct assault from the flank along the highway. The regimental command post itself became a front line; Geng Biao, the regimental commander, though suffering from malaria, personally wielded a cavalry saber and led the headquarters staff into the fight against the enemy, while political commissar Yang Chengwu likewise led the signals platoon into the enemy’s ranks. The positions of the Red 5th Regiment were breached repeatedly as well; its political commissar, Yi Dangping, was severely wounded, and, rather than be taken prisoner, took his own life. At this critical juncture, the 1st Division of the Red 1st Corps, having completed its blocking mission at the Xiao River, arrived at Juoshan, and the two divisions together beat back the enemy’s repeated assaults, holding their ground firmly.



	Leading the 1st and 2nd Divisions, the Red 1st Corps fought a fierce four-day battle against an overwhelmingly superior Hunan army force, holding the Hunan troops north of the Juoshan blocking line within the time required by the Military Commission, and valiantly completing its blocking mission — an outstanding feat that made possible the crossing of the entire army over the Xiang River, but one that came at an agonizing cost, with the two divisions together losing nearly 4,000 men.



	(4) The Blocking Action in the Shuiche Area (November 26–30)



	The Red 5th Corps’ 34th Division (commanded by Chen Shuxiang, with Cheng Cuilin as political commissar) bore the heavy responsibility of serving as the army’s rear guard throughout, fighting a bloody blocking action in the Shuiche area against an enemy force several times its own size. On November 26, Corps commander Dong Zhentang and chief of staff Liu Bocheng informed division commander Chen Shuxiang of his division’s mission: to resolutely block the pursuing enemy and cover the passage of the Red 8th Corps across the Su and Pao Rivers, after which it would serve as rear guard for the entire army; should it be cut off by the enemy, it was to return to Hunan and develop guerrilla warfare there, but was to try wherever possible to catch up with the main force. Once it had received this order, the Red 34th Division made a forced march of several dozen kilometers to the Shuiche area, quickly occupying favorable terrain and building fortifications. On the 28th, the battle to block Zhou Hunyuan’s four divisions began. In the fierce, bloody fighting that followed, division political commissar Cheng Cuilin and a great many officers and men gave their lives. The Red 34th Division fought to the death until it was finally ordered to withdraw at midday on the 30th; its officers and men had, with their own flesh and blood, delayed the advance of four entire enemy divisions, playing a critical role in covering the crossing of the Xiang River by the entire Central Red Army.



	(5) An Iron Torrent Surges Across the Xiang River (December 1–3)



	On the night of November 30, under a frenzied assault from an enemy superior in both numbers and weaponry, the several divisions of the Red 1st and 3rd Corps covering the two flanks suffered ever heavier casualties, and were forced to fight and retreat by turns, taking turns covering one another as they fell back to positions in the rear. The 1st and 2nd Divisions, which had held Juoshanpu, were forced back to the second blocking line. Enemy artillery could now reach the Pingshan crossing, less than a kilometer from Juoshanpu, and enemy aircraft repeatedly carried out indiscriminate bombing raids on the crossing.



	By that night, apart from the Central Column, which was still in the process of crossing, the only units that had already crossed the Xiang River to the west bank were the 1st and 2nd Divisions of the Red 1st Corps and the 4th and 5th Divisions of the Red 3rd Corps; those that had not yet crossed included the 15th Division of the Red 1st Corps, the 6th Division of the Red 3rd Corps (commanded by Cao Deqing, with Xu Ce as political commissar), and the Red 5th, 8th, and 9th Corps — six divisions in all, representing two-thirds of the strength of the Central Red Army. How to hold the crossing and see to it that the units still on the east bank of the Xiang River crossed in time became the most urgent task facing the Central Red Army.



	At 1:30 a.m. on December 1, the Central Revolutionary Military Commission issued an emergency combat order, instructing the Red 1st, 3rd, and 5th Corps to “annihilate the enemy advancing on Jieshou from Xing’an and Quanzhou, hold in check the Guangxi army and Zhou Hunyuan’s force pursuing from the east, and ensure that our follow-on forces cross the Xiang River by the morning of the 2nd.” Two hours later, the Party Central Committee, the Central Revolutionary Military Commission, and the Red Army’s General Political Department jointly issued a further directive to the Red 1st and 3rd Corps demanding that the order be carried out, stating: “The battle of the 1st concerns the fate of our entire field army. Victory in pushing westward will open up the path for our future development; otherwise our field army will be cut to pieces layer by layer… Every officer and soldier must recognize the significance of today’s battle. If we are not the victors, we shall be the vanquished — the outcome affects the situation as a whole.”



	The fighting on December 1 was fiercer than at any other point in the battle. The enemy’s main force launched an all-out assault along the entire front, attempting to retake the crossing and annihilate the Red Army while it was still in the midst of crossing. The fighting at Juoshanpu reached a white-hot pitch, with the Red 1st Corps locked in a harrowing, no-quarter struggle with the enemy along more than ten kilometers of the second blocking line. After several failed assaults, the enemy shifted to concentrating its troops and artillery fire on the seam between the 1st and 2nd Divisions, eventually driving two or three kilometers deep and encircling one regiment of the 1st Division. The encircled unit fought back fiercely and, with the help of another regiment that came to its relief, most of its men broke out of the encirclement. The 2nd Division, for its part, held off the enemy’s assault purely through bayonet fighting. Eager to win credit, the enemy at one point even fought its way to the very gate of Red 1st Corps headquarters, and it was only through the calm, composed direction of political commissar Nie Rongzhen that the headquarters managed to safely disengage from the enemy.



	At the same time, the 18th Regiment of the Red 3rd Corps and its 4th Division were also locked in fierce fighting with the Guangxi army in the Xinping and Guanghuapu area, buying still more time for the Central Column and the follow-on forces to cross the river. By noon on the 1st, the Military Commission’s column had completed its crossing of the Xiang River over the pontoon bridge built by the engineer battalion at the Jieshou crossing, crossed the Guihuang highway, and entered the mountains of the Yuecheng range. Once the 1st and 2nd Divisions learned that the Central Column had completed its crossing, they disengaged from battle, covering one another by turns as they withdrew. At three o’clock that afternoon, on orders from the Military Commission, the engineer battalion destroyed the pontoon bridge. With the blocking position at Guanghuapu on the Guihuang highway now abandoned, the Guangxi army swarmed toward the Jieshou crossing, and the bulk of the Red 9th Corps, together with the 13th Division of the Red 5th Corps that followed it (commanded by Chen Bojun, with Song Renqiong as political commissar) and the entire Red 8th Corps, were forced to shift to crossing the Xiang River at Fenghuangzui, twelve kilometers downstream. Both the Red 9th Corps and the 13th Division came under enemy air attack while crossing, but it was the Red 8th Corps, crossing last, that suffered the most grievous losses of all. The Red 8th Corps had numbered more than 10,000 men when it set out from the Soviet Area; after crossing the Xiang River it had barely 1,200 men left, and its designation as a corps was abolished.



	On the afternoon of the 1st, the enemy occupied every remaining crossing point and sealed off both banks of the Xiang River completely. On December 3, the main force of the Central Red Army crossed the Xiang River and entered the Xiyan area. Both banks of the Xiang River between Juoshanpu and Jieshou now lay under the control of the Hunan and Guangxi armies. Apart from the 18th Regiment of the 6th Division of the Red 3rd Corps and the 34th Division of the Red 5th Corps, which were cut off from their line of advance by the enemy and unable to cross, five of the six divisions that had remained on the east bank managed to cross the Xiang River, though only after suffering enormous losses; and with that, the Battle of the Xiang River, which had lasted six days, came to an end.



	The 18th Regiment of the 6th Division, while withdrawing toward the Xiang River from Xinxu, was cut off and surrounded by the Guangxi army, and the greater part of it perished. The remnants of the 34th Division, blocked on the east bank of the Xiang River, fought on alone, surrounded by overwhelming enemy forces, until the entire unit was finally wiped out on December 21. Division commander Chen Shuxiang was struck in the abdomen and severely wounded while attempting to break out of the encirclement, but continued to direct the fighting from a stretcher, pressing his belt against the wound to stanch the bleeding, until he was finally captured. While being escorted toward the enemy’s “Pursuit and Suppression Headquarters,” he seized a moment when his captors were off guard, reached into his own wound, pulled out his intestines, and tore them apart with his own hands, dying a heroic death.



	### III. Commentary



	Although the Battle of the Xiang River shattered the Nationalist army’s plan to encircle and annihilate the Red Army east of the Xiang River, it was also the costliest single engagement of the entire Long March for the Central Red Army. In the battle, the Red Army lost approximately 35,000 men killed, with nearly 1,000 taken prisoner; combined with the losses (including non-combat attrition) suffered in breaking through the first three blockade lines, total losses came to more than 56,000. This was the grave and bitter consequence of the policy of flight pursued by the “Left” adventurist leadership then in control of the Party Central Committee. In studying and researching the Battle of the Xiang River, and in commemorating the revolutionary martyrs who fell in it, we must, first of all, inherit the Red Army’s glorious tradition of firm conviction, fearlessness in the face of death, and heroic tenacity; but we must also bear firmly in mind the lessons written in blood, and gain a profound understanding of the erroneous strategic guidance, the mistaken judgment of the strategic situation, and the poor quality of strategic and campaign command shown by the Party’s leadership at the time.



	(1) Firm Conviction, Heroic Tenacity, and Fearlessness in the Face of Death Were the Fundamental Guarantee of the Central Red Army’s Ability to Break Through at the Xiang River



	In the Battle of the Xiang River, dozens of enemy aircraft raged overhead while more than 300,000 enemy troops pressed in from the ground, encircling, pursuing, and blocking the Red Army; and on top of this, the mistaken command of the “Left” adventurist leadership left the Red Army trapped in a passive position, absorbing blow after blow. Under these extraordinarily difficult and dangerous circumstances, the officers and men of the Red Army stood united, undaunted by hardship or danger, and fought a bloody battle to the last against the enemy. Beginning on November 28, the 14th and 15th Regiments of the 5th Division of the Red 3rd Corps resisted the assault of two Guangxi divisions plus an additional regiment at Xinxu; facing an enemy with an overwhelming advantage in both numbers and weapons, the valiant Red Army soldiers showed not the slightest fear, contesting the hilltops with the enemy again and again, fighting hand to hand with bayonets, inflicting heavy losses on the enemy, and delaying the Guangxi army’s effort to seal off the Xiang River. In the three days and four nights of the blocking action at Xinxu, the division’s chief of staff, Hu Zhen, and nearly every regimental, battalion, and company officer under him became a casualty. Likewise, the 10th Regiment of the Red 3rd Corps’ 4th Division held its position at Guanghuapu against the fierce assaults of a Guangxi division plus a regiment; in the course of a single day, November 30, its political commissar and its regimental commander were killed one after another in repeated clashes, and the three-day battle exacted a terrible price. Beginning on November 29, the 2nd Division of the Red 1st Corps likewise tenaciously blocked three divisions of the Hunan army at Juoshanpu, until the 1st Division joined the fighting in the early hours of the 30th. Above all, the 34th Division of the Red 5th Corps and the 18th Regiment of the 6th Division of the Red 3rd Corps, in covering the crossing of the Xiang River by the Military Commission’s column and the Red Army’s main force, were cut off by the enemy on the east bank of the Xiang River, and fought on until their ammunition and food were exhausted, the greater part of them giving their lives. Cheng Fangwu, then a Xinhua News Agency correspondent, wrote in his Memoirs of the Long March: “The fact of our breaking through the fourth blockade line proves that the fighting strength of our Workers’ and Peasants’ Red Army can overcome any obstacle; an armed force of the people such as ours cannot be scattered or broken. Even facing an enemy several times our strength, so long as a single one of us remained alive, the enemy could never hope to cross.”



	(2) Vigorous Political Propaganda and the Wholehearted Support of the People Made an Important Contribution to the Red Army’s Crossing of the River



	As the Central Red Army passed through the Guanyang, Quanzhou, and Xing’an area east of the Xiang River on the Long March, thorough political work led the people along its route to fully recognize that the Red Army was an army of the poor, and they gave it enthusiastic support as a result. When the Red Army’s vanguard entered Wenshi and Shuiche in Guanyang and began building pontoon bridges across the Guanjiang River, the people of Wenshi came forward on their own initiative, donating the timber, doors, tables, benches — even the boards of their own beds — from their own homes, and joined the Red Army in the river to drive piles and build the bridges. During the blocking action at Shuiche, dozens of local people helped the Red Army build bridges at the risk of enemy bombing. During the blocking action at Xinxu, more than thirty poor peasants from the nearby village of Longqiao, including Huang Rongfu, risked their lives to grind grain and cook meals for the Red Army, deliver food and water, and carry wounded soldiers back from the front lines; even children of only fourteen or fifteen braved the danger to support the Red Army at the front, volunteering to guide the way, carry baggage, and bear the wounded on stretchers. At the same time, many people eagerly joined the Red Army — in Quanzhou alone, seventy people enlisted. Poor peasants from Guanyang, Ziyuan, Longsheng, and other counties likewise joined up, replenishing the Red Army’s ranks.



	(3) The Sharp Factional Conflict Between Chiang Kai-shek and the Guangxi Clique Created Certain Favorable Conditions for the Central Red Army’s Breakthrough at the Xiang River



	The Battle of the Xiang River was, in fact, a major clash between the Red Army and the regional warlords of Hunan and Guangxi. As the Central Red Army passed through northern Guangxi, the province was held by the New Guangxi Clique warlords Li Zongren and Bai Chongxi, who at the time were powerful enough to stand up to Chiang Kai-shek. This kind of conflict between warlords was especially pronounced during the Central Red Army’s Long March, and it intensified further as Chiang Kai-shek set up his fourth blockade line. By the time the Red Army broke through the enemy’s third blockade line and continued its advance westward, Chiang Kai-shek had indeed come to recognize that the Red Army intended to follow the same westward route taken earlier by the Red 6th Corps, heading to western Hunan to join forces with the Red 2nd and 6th Corps. On November 12, Chiang Kai-shek personally appointed He Jian as Commander-in-Chief of the Pursuit and Suppression Army, demanding that “all units and formations in western Hunan pursue and suppress the fleeing bandit forces, and be certain to annihilate them in the area east of the Xiang and Li Rivers” [1]. To realize this aim, Chiang Kai-shek had already, on October 30, impatiently telegraphed Bai Chongxi: “The Guangxi army should be positioned between Quanzhou and Xing’an, and should rapidly consolidate the blockhouse line running through Huangshahe, Quanzhou, Xing’an, and Guilin” [2]. Fearing that the Guangxi army’s blocking effort would prove inadequate, Chiang telegraphed again on November 6, urging that, “besides consolidating the blockhouse line along the Xiao and Li Rivers and around Longhu Pass, I hope that Deling [Li Zongren] and Jiansheng [Bai Chongxi] will both move a strong force swiftly north of Daoxian, coordinating with the forces at Yongzhou to block the enemy; this sector is of vital importance, being a route the bandits must pass through, and must be defended with the utmost rigor” [3]. Chiang Kai-shek’s intent was to maneuver the Guangxi warlords into blocking the Red Army along the Xiang River defense line, so that both sides would suffer crippling losses, allowing the “Central Army,” in Chiang’s own words, to wait until the Guangxi and Communist forces had “exhausted themselves against one another, at which point the Xue and Zhou columns would seize the moment to launch a great southward offensive, killing two birds with one stone and reaping the profit” [4]. In response to Chiang Kai-shek’s scheme, the Guangxi clique made a great show of strengthening its defenses along the Hunan-Guangxi border, striking the posture of a force preparing for a decisive battle with the Red Army; and yet, precisely when the Red Army drove straight through toward Daoxian, the Guangxi army abandoned its Xiang River defenses and opened a “path” for the Red Army to pass through. At the same time, in fighting the Red Army, the Guangxi forces adopted a strategy of preserving their own strength, avoiding direct confrontation, and simply driving the Red Army onward. Beginning on November 22, the main force of the Guangxi army withdrew from its Xiang River defenses, leaving only two battalions at Quanzhou and a single regiment each at Xing’an and Guanyang. He Jian’s Hunan army, for its part, also feared that a large-scale Red Army incursion into Hunan would endanger its own security, and did not move its own units into position to take over the defense in time — resulting in a situation in which “above Quanzhou, there was no one guarding the river” [5].



	As a result, from November 26 onward, the Red Army met no determined resistance from the Guangxi army, and was able to gain control of both banks of the Xiang River along the sixty-li stretch between Jieshou and Juoshanpu, creating the conditions needed to cover the main force’s crossing of the river. It is a matter of great regret that the “Left” adventurist leadership of the Party Central Committee at the time failed to make further use of this favorable opportunity, and the Red Army was forced, as a result, to pay a terrible price.



	(4) The Enormous Losses Suffered by the Red Army in the Battle of the Xiang River Were Rooted in Faulty Strategic and Campaign Command by the Party Central Leadership



	The enormous losses suffered in the Battle of the Xiang River could in fact have been avoided; but the erroneous strategic guidance, the arrogant working style, the “moving house” style of strategic transfer, the “covered-corridor” marching formation, and the mistaken judgments of the battlefield situation displayed by the Party Central leadership under Otto Braun (Li De) and Bo Gu ultimately led to the enormous losses the Central Red Army suffered in this battle.



	First, the wrong strategic direction was chosen. In choosing the strategic direction, the “Left” adventurist leaders Li De and Bo Gu rejected the proposal, put forward by Mao Zedong and others, to establish a base area in central Hunan, and instead adopted the impractical strategic policy of having the Red Army march to western Hunan to join forces with the Red 2nd and 6th Corps. Mao Zedong had once written to Bo Gu proposing an approach for the Fifth Counter-“Encirclement” Campaign, in which he wrote: “Although it would not be advantageous to move out toward Zhejiang, we could instead shift our strategic offensive in another direction — that is, advance with our main force toward southern Hunan, not by way of Hunan and Guizhou, but toward central Hunan, so as to draw the Jiangxi enemy forces into Hunan and annihilate them there.” “What is more, Hunan is an old revolutionary base area with a strong mass foundation, making it easier to fight there. However, Li De and Bo Gu, upon receiving this letter, responded coldly and paid it no heed” [6]. Under the circumstances at the time, had the Party leadership accepted Mao Zedong’s correct proposal, rather than forcing its way straight into the enemy’s trap, the Central Red Army could never have found itself caught in the enemy’s tight blockade at the Xiang River, and this battle could naturally have been avoided altogether. After breaking through the first three blockade lines, the Party’s supreme leadership disregarded Chiang Kai-shek’s latest troop deployments and operational plans, and continued to adhere rigidly to its predetermined strategic course, drawing no lessons whatsoever from the experience of breaking through the first three blockade lines. After He Jian’s “pursuit and suppression” plan was issued, Mao Zedong once proposed to the Central Revolutionary Military Commission that, while the various enemy columns were still in the process of maneuvering into position and before Xue Yue’s and Zhou Hunyuan’s forces had drawn together, the Red Army should organize its strength to strike back, turning to counterattack and seeking an opportunity to annihilate one enemy column or part of one, so as to reverse the course of the campaign and turn a passive position into an active one. Peng Dehuai likewise strongly urged that, should the army be “forced to pass through the Xiyan mountain range on the Hunan-Guangxi border and fight the Guangxi army there, the consequences would be unfavorable” [7]. The Party’s supreme leadership did not heed these correct proposals, and led the Central Red Army straight into the trap that Chiang Kai-shek had laid, losing the favorable opportunity to break the enemy’s blockade.



	Second, the pace of the march was too slow, causing the army to miss its opportunity. Speed is a basic requirement of military operations. Yet because the Party’s decision-making leadership hesitated at every step, unwilling to abandon its baggage, and remained indecisive, the Red Army’s rate of march grew increasingly sluggish, leaving it perpetually trapped in an unfavorable, passive position. First, the “moving house” style of the transfer hampered the Red Army’s mobility. During the strategic transfer, more than 5,000 porters formed a baggage train stretched out over more than eighty kilometers, and heavy machinery at times made marching all but impossible. When this baggage train entered the narrow, winding paths of the Wuling mountains, the congestion grew still worse, and on some days the column could advance only four or five li, or even two or three. During the forced crossing of the Xiang River, the Military Commission’s own 1st Column alone took more than two hours to cross, and behind it still remained the 2nd Column, made up chiefly of Party Central and government organs, along with the slow-moving convalescent company for cadres, the Red Army hospital, the corps of laborers, and all the “pots and pans” that had accompanied the Red Army for thousands of kilometers. Under these conditions, the Central Red Army was simply incapable of rapid maneuver, and it was inevitable that the troops would suffer heavy losses. Second, the “covered-corridor” marching formation caused the Red Army’s advance to be slow. From the very start of the Long March up to the Xiang River, in order to protect the Central Column and the rear-area organs during the transfer, the army had consistently adopted a “covered-corridor” marching formation. Under this arrangement, the 1st Corps served as the left-flank vanguard, with the 9th Corps following alongside it to cover the left flank; the 3rd Corps served as the right-flank vanguard, with the 8th Corps following alongside it to cover the right flank; Military Commission headquarters and the Central 1st and 2nd Columns occupied the center; and the 5th Corps served as the rear guard. This formation seriously hampered the Red Army’s rate of march. As Liu Bocheng put it: “What we have before us looks like a great sedan chair carried by eight bearers” [8]. Peng Dehuai, for his part, complained: “Marching along like this, carrying a coffin — does this look like an army preparing to fight?” [9]. This “covered-corridor” formation not only turned a great many combat units into mere escort troops, but, because the Military Commission’s column and the logistics organs moved so slowly, and because there was simply too much baggage, the army could only advance in fits and starts, leaving the Red Army perpetually vulnerable to being caught off guard. Third, indecision at the highest levels of leadership prevented the Central Red Army from traveling light and advancing rapidly. As early as November 17, the Central Red Army had already learned, through intelligence, of He Jian’s plan to “annihilate our forces in the area east of the Xiang and Xiao Rivers”; yet the Party leadership under Li De and Bo Gu took no effective, decisive countermeasures. Instead, on that very day, November 17, they busied themselves reorganizing the 8th and 9th Corps, and, more incomprehensibly still, on the 18th they ordered the troops to rest in place for a full day, not issuing the order to cross the river until November 25. On November 22, Bai Chongxi, unwilling to fight a hard, costly battle of attrition with the Red Army, suddenly withdrew his forces from Xing’an, Quanzhou, and Guanyang; but He Jian’s replacement troops, moving south to take over the defense, had not yet arrived, leaving this stretch of more than sixty kilometers completely undefended for as long as six days. Under these circumstances, had the Party leadership made a decisive judgment, set aside the baggage train, changed the marching formation, and issued the order to cross the river sooner, it would have been entirely possible to cross the Xiang River by making use of these six days. But because of the leadership’s indecision, the Central Red Army lost this favorable opportunity to force a smooth crossing of the Xiang River. In late November, even as Chiang Kai-shek stepped up his deployment of the “five-column pursuit and suppression” effort, the Red 1st and 3rd Corps still managed to “arrive ahead of the enemy and gain control of both banks of the Xiang River along a thirty-kilometer stretch between Jieshou and Pingshan ferry, within which there were four shallow fords where the river could be crossed” [10]. At this point, the Military Commission’s column had, as of November 27, already reached the Wenshi and Guiyan area, barely more than eighty kilometers from the nearest crossing; had it been able to travel light and march quickly, it could have arrived within a single day, and it might still have been possible to cross the Xiang River at a comparatively small cost. But because Bo Gu, Li De, and the others were unwilling to abandon the “moving house” policy, a column that could have arrived within two days instead took a full four days to do so, and the Red Army once again lost the chance to “arrive at the Xiang River ahead of the enemy and force the crossing first” [10].



	Third, the army fought “conventional warfare,” with rigid, inflexible tactics. In the Fifth Counter-“Encirclement” Campaign, the Party’s supreme leadership abandoned the mobile, flexible strategy and tactics that the Red Army had developed during the period of building its revolutionary base areas. The Central Red Army fought neither guerrilla warfare nor mobile warfare, but “conventional warfare” instead, and as a result found itself absorbing blows on every front, leading to the failure of the counter-encirclement campaign. During the strategic transfer, it likewise adopted the “moving house” approach and the “covered-corridor” formation, advancing in fits and starts, seriously violating the basic principles of field marching, and could do nothing but “resist the enemy wherever it happened to be encountered.” Even the Nationalist army could see the Central Red Army’s weaknesses: “The bandit forces are advancing in several columns, their ranks in great disorder, with a great many laborers among them — clearly they have abandoned their base entirely and fled westward; their baggage train is extremely long, and their movement is correspondingly difficult” [11]. This ran entirely contrary to the Central Red Army’s habitual style of mobile, flexible warfare. Moreover, each of the Red Army’s corps had a clearly fixed marching route for every day, and even under exceptional circumstances was not permitted to deviate from its assigned route — meaning that the Red Army was unable to employ mobile, flexible tactics to resist a powerful enemy, nor could it concentrate superior force to defeat the enemy piecemeal. In the order it issued for crossing the river, Red Army headquarters specified, in exact and rigid detail, the crossing time, crossing point, route, order of crossing, staging area, and assembly area for each corps — an entirely conventional style of command, from which not a trace of guerrilla or mobile warfare could be discerned. As a result, in the several engagements fought against the enemy during the transfer (such as the battles of Juoshanpu and Guanghuapu), every single encounter turned into a situation of few against many, weak against strong. The enemy enjoyed not only an overwhelming advantage in numbers but also superior equipment compared with the Central Red Army, backed by a steady and uninterrupted flow of logistical support. When the Red Army fought “conventional warfare,” matching the enemy man for man and trading losses for losses, the inevitable result could only be losses to itself.
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Chapter 40: The Four Crossings of the Chishui River (January 19 – May 9, 1935)

The Four Crossings of the Chishui River was a mobile-warfare campaign fought during the Long March of the Agrarian Revolutionary War, in which the Central Red Army engaged the Nationalist army in the Chishui River basin at the junction of Guizhou, Sichuan, and Yunnan provinces. The campaign began on January 19, 1935, when the Red Army left Zunyi, and continued until May 9, when it successfully crossed the Jinsha River, lasting more than three months in all; in the course of it, the Red Army annihilated or routed four enemy divisions, two brigades, and an additional ten regiments, and took more than 3,600 prisoners. Under the direction of Mao Zedong, Zhou Enlai, Wang Jiaxiang, Zhu De, and others, the Central Red Army adopted a policy of highly mobile warfare, ranging back and forth across the vast border region of Sichuan, Guizhou, and Yunnan, actively seeking opportunities to fight, effectively drawing out and annihilating the enemy, and thoroughly shattering Chiang Kai-shek’s plan to encircle and annihilate the Red Army at the Sichuan-Guizhou-Yunnan border, thereby achieving a decisive victory in the course of the strategic transfer. The Four Crossings of the Chishui River was the most breathtaking and most brilliant military operation of the Red Army’s entire Long March, the crowning achievement of Mao Zedong’s military career, and it occupies a unique place in the history of our army’s warfare, standing as a shining example of Mao Zedong’s military thought.


I. Background of the Operation and the Intentions of Both Sides

After the failure of the Fifth Counter-“Encirclement” Campaign, the Central Red Army was forced to abandon the Central Revolutionary Base Area in October 1934 and begin its large-scale strategic transfer. In the early stages of the Long March, the flight-oriented policy pursued by the “Left” dogmatist leadership under Wang Ming caused the Central Red Army to suffer devastating losses. After crossing the Xiang River, the Central Red Army had already been reduced from the more than 80,000 men with which it had set out to barely more than 30,000. Even so, disregarding the enemy’s heavily concentrated forces closing in on every side, the leadership continued to pin its hopes on joining forces with the Red 2nd and 6th Corps, insisting on pressing ahead toward western Hunan according to the original plan, placing the Red Army in mortal danger of annihilation. At this critical juncture, Mao Zedong strongly advocated breaking away from the enemy’s main force and turning instead toward Guizhou, where enemy strength was weak, so as to seize the initiative. This proposal won the approval of the great majority of comrades on the Party Central Military Commission. It was affirmed at the meeting of the Party Central Military Commission held at Tongdao on December 12 and at the enlarged meeting of the Political Bureau held at Liping on the 18th. The Central Red Army accordingly advanced on Guizhou, catching the enemy by surprise, and on January 7, 1935, captured Zunyi, the major town of northern Guizhou, in a single stroke. Soon afterward, the Party Central Committee convened, at Zunyi, an enlarged meeting of the Political Bureau of tremendous historical significance, bringing an end to the dominance of Wang Ming’s “Left” dogmatist line within the Party leadership and establishing Mao Zedong’s position of leadership and command authority within the Red Army — allowing the Central Red Army and the Party Central Committee to survive an extraordinarily dangerous situation, and opening a new chapter in the Chinese revolution.

The Central Red Army’s breakthrough at the Wu River and its capture of Zunyi greatly alarmed Chiang Kai-shek, who hastily assembled his own trusted forces together with troops from the four provinces of Sichuan, Guizhou, Hunan, and Yunnan, plus a portion of the Guangxi army — some 150 regiments in all — to encircle the Zunyi area from every direction. In order to break free of this passive and dangerous situation, Mao Zedong and the other leaders resolved decisively to lead the army north across the Yangtze, advance into southern Sichuan, and join forces with the Fourth Front Army operating in the Sichuan-Shaanxi revolutionary base area, so as to establish a new base area in western Sichuan or northwestern Sichuan. It was under these circumstances that the campaign of the Four Crossings of the Chishui River unfolded.

The Nationalist Army’s Operational Intentions and Deployment

To prevent the Central Red Army from advancing north into Sichuan to join forces with the Fourth Front Army, or from moving east into Hunan to join forces with the Red 2nd and 6th Corps, and in order to achieve his ultimate aim of encircling and annihilating the Central Red Army in the region south of the Yangtze, north of the Wu River, and along the Sichuan-Guizhou-Yunnan border, Chiang Kai-shek appointed his trusted subordinate Xue Yue as Forward Front Commander-in-Chief, directing all columns to close in on the Red Army.

To the south: Wu Qiwei’s and Zhou Hunyuan’s two columns of the Central Army, eight divisions in all, entered Guizhou from Hunan and advanced into the Guiyang, Qingzhen, Xiuwen, and Guiding area, their vanguard already having reached the south bank of the Wu River; the Guizhou army assigned two divisions to garrison the county seats of northern Guizhou, while Wang Jialie led three divisions from the upper Wu River toward Yaxi and Zunyi, advancing in separate columns toward Meitan and toward Daobashui and Lanbandeng south of Zunyi; and two divisions of Liao Lei’s Guangxi army advanced into the Dushan-Duyun area of southern Guizhou.

To the east: He Jian’s Hunan army, four divisions, deployed along the line running through Yanhe and Sinan on the east bank of the Wu River.

To the north: Liu Xiang’s Sichuan army organized the “Southern Sichuan Bandit-Suppression Headquarters,” deploying twelve brigades (thirty-six regiments) along the Yangtze River; his so-called “model division,” under Guo Xunqi, advanced into the Qijiang-Ganshui area of southern Sichuan, while Chiang’s own subordinates Shangguan Yunxiang’s two divisions likewise hastened toward Wanxian and Chongqing.

To the west: Long Yun’s Yunnan army, under Sun Du, four brigades, advanced into the area west of Bijie.

The Red Army’s Operational Intentions and Deployment

In light of the situation described above, the Party Central Committee and the Central Revolutionary Military Commission decided that the Central Red Army would move north from the Zunyi area, crossing the Yangtze River northward along the line running through Lantianba, Dadukou, and Jiang’an, southwest of Luzhou in Sichuan Province, advancing into northwestern Sichuan, where it would join with the Fourth Front Army in a general counteroffensive aimed at bringing all of Sichuan under Communist control. Should the crossing prove impossible, the army would remain temporarily active in southern Sichuan, watching for an opportunity to cross the Jinsha River northward upstream from Yibin.

To support this strategic operation, the Central Military Commission ordered the Fourth Front Army, then positioned in northern Sichuan, to cross the Jialing River westward and advance into southern Sichuan to pin down the enemy there, while ordering the Red 2nd and 6th Corps to remain actively engaged in the border area of Hunan, Hubei, Sichuan, and Guizhou.

Comparison of the two sides’ strength: the Nationalist Central Army together with the forces of the four provinces of Sichuan, Guizhou, Hunan, and Yunnan, plus a portion of the Guangxi army, numbered more than 400,000 men in all; the Central Red Army’s 1st, 3rd, 5th, and 9th Corps together comprised only sixteen regiments, some 37,000 men. The ratio of Nationalist to Communist strength exceeded 10 to 1, a vast disparity in both manpower and equipment.



II. Course of the Operation

(1) The Red Army’s First Crossing of the Chishui River, Avoiding the Enemy’s Spearhead (January 19 – February 9)

Starting on January 19, the Red 1st, 3rd, 5th, and 9th Corps set out from the Zunyi, Tongzi, and Songkan areas in three columns, advancing toward Tucheng and Chishui. The Guizhou army promptly occupied Zunyi and Meitan; the Sichuan army left a portion of its forces to defend Yibin and Luzhou, while advancing eight brigades along several routes toward Songkan, Wenshui, Chishui, and Xuyong. On the 24th, the Red 1st Corps routed the resistance of the Nationalist Guizhou forces and captured Tucheng. On the 28th, the Red 3rd Corps, the Red 5th Corps, the Military Commission’s column, the cadre regiment, and part of the Red 1st Corps launched a fierce assault, in the Tucheng-Qinggangpo area, on two brigades of the pursuing Sichuan army. But owing to inaccurate intelligence about the enemy’s strength — the Sichuan force had originally been believed to number only four regiments, six or seven thousand men, but in the actual fighting proved to be six regiments, more than 10,000 men strong — and because four additional Sichuan brigades rapidly arrived as reinforcements, with a considerable advantage in weapons and equipment besides, Mao Zedong and the other leaders decided to withdraw from the engagement at once, cross the Chishui River westward, advance toward the area south of Gulin, and seek an opportunity to cross the Yangtze northward. Although the Red Army destroyed a considerable number of the enemy in the Battle of Tucheng, it also suffered more than 4,000 casualties of its own. The heavy mountain guns of the Red 3rd Corps, unable to be ferried across the river, had to be abandoned and thrown into the Chishui River. From this point on, the Central Red Army had lost every one of the heavy weapons it had carried with it since setting out on the Long March.

On January 29, the Red Army crossed the Chishui River westward in three columns from Yuanhouchang (present-day Yuanhou) and from the areas north and south of Tucheng, advancing toward Gulin and Xuyong in Sichuan Province, preparing to cross the Jinsha River northward upstream from Yibin as opportunity allowed. At this time, Zhang Guotao, using the pretext that the Jialing River was “wide, deep, and heavily defended,” defied orders from the Party Central Committee, refusing to lead the Fourth Front Army southward to draw off the Sichuan enemy forces, and instead attacked northward into southern Shaanxi — leaving the Sichuan army with no need to worry about its rear, and thus free to concentrate its full strength on blocking the Red Army’s northward advance. The Sichuan army immediately dispatched twelve brigades in pursuit along several routes, deploying along both banks of the Yangtze; Xue Yue’s army group and the Guizhou forces pursued in separate columns from Guizhou toward southern Sichuan; and three brigades of the Yunnan army rushed toward Bijie in Guizhou and Zhenxiong in Yunnan, attempting to intercept the Red Army. On February 2, the right column, the 2nd Division of the Red 1st Corps, attacked Xuyong without success and continued its westward advance, coming under attack from the Sichuan army at Maoba and Daba. On the 7th, the Party Central Committee, recognizing that the enemy had strengthened its defenses along the Yangtze and was pressing in on the Red Army from several directions with superior forces, decided to temporarily suspend the plan to cross the Yangtze northward, turning instead to develop the border area of Sichuan, Yunnan, and Guizhou, and seeking a favorable opportunity to develop eastward from western Guizhou. The Red Army accordingly concentrated its forces in the Zhaxi area (present-day Weixin) on the Sichuan-Yunnan border.

Once the Red Army had entered the Sichuan-Yunnan border area, Chiang Kai-shek reorganized his deployment, redesignating the Hunan army as the 1st Route Army, with He Jian as commander-in-chief, its main force tasked with “suppressing” the Red 2nd and 6th Corps in western Hunan; and forming Xue Yue’s army group together with the forces of Yunnan and Guizhou into the 2nd Route Army, with Long Yun as commander-in-chief and Xue Yue as front-line commander, comprising four columns: the eight divisions of Xue Yue’s army group formed the 1st and 2nd Columns, the four brigades of the Yunnan army formed the 3rd Column, and the five divisions of the Guizhou army formed the 4th Column; in coordination with the Sichuan army and part of the 1st Route Army, this force aimed to encircle and annihilate the Central Red Army in the area south of the Yangtze, east of the Heng River, and west of Xuyong. On February 9, the Central Red Army advanced into the Zhaxi area, using this brief interval to complete a reorganization and reduction of its forces, greatly strengthening their combat effectiveness and creating favorable conditions for awaiting the opportunity to annihilate the enemy.

(2) The Red Army’s Second Crossing of the Chishui River, and the Recapture of Zunyi (mid- to late February)

Once the Central Red Army had finished concentrating its forces in the Zhaxi area, the columns of the Nationalist 2nd Route Army pressed in on it from the west. In order to quickly disengage from the flanking pressure of the Sichuan and Yunnan armies, Mao Zedong and the other leaders decided to cross the Chishui River eastward and launch an offensive into northern Guizhou, where the Nationalist forces were weak. On the 11th, the Central Red Army marched eastward from Zhaxi, crossing the Chishui River at Taiping ferry and Erlangtan between the 18th and 21st, and pushing rapidly toward Tongzi, while a single regiment of the Red 5th Corps advanced toward Wenshui to draw off the pursuing Sichuan forces. The Red Army’s second crossing of the Chishui River, turning its army back toward northern Guizhou, caught Chiang Kai-shek completely by surprise. Three brigades of the Sichuan army hastily pursued eastward from the vicinity of Zhaxi, three regiments of the Guizhou army reinforced Loushan Pass and Tongzi from Zunyi, and two divisions of the 1st Column advanced rapidly on Zunyi from the Qianxi and Guiyang area, attempting to block and encircle the Red Army at Loushan Pass or the area north of Zunyi. On the 24th, the vanguard of the Red 1st Corps, the 1st Regiment, occupied Tongzi, and the defending garrison fell back to Loushan Pass. On the 25th, the Red 5th and 9th Corps blocked the Sichuan army in the area north of Tongzi, while the Red 1st and 3rd Corps attacked the Guizhou forces at Loushan Pass and the area to its south, seeking an opportunity to retake Zunyi. That evening, the Red 3rd Corps captured Loushan Pass, and, in close coordination with the Red 1st Corps, repeatedly beat back the Guizhou army’s counterattacks. The Red 1st and 3rd Corps then pressed their advantage, pursuing the enemy toward Zunyi. On the 27th, they routed the blocking action of three Guizhou regiments in the Donggongsi and Feilaishi area north of Zunyi. On the morning of the 28th, they recaptured the city of Zunyi and gained control of the high ground along the Laoyashan-Honghuagang line southwest of the city. At this point, reinforcements from the Nationalist 1st Column — the 93rd Division — had advanced to the Zhongzhuangpu area south of Zunyi, while the 59th Division had reached Xinzhan and was advancing on Zhongzhuangpu. Mao Zedong and the other leaders immediately decided to seize the opportunity presented by these reinforcements advancing rashly and in isolation, concentrating their forces to seek their annihilation in the area south of Zunyi. To this end, the Red Army used a portion of its forces to block the 59th Division’s advance along the Laoyashan-Honghuagang line, while its main force struck at Zhongzhuangpu from the left flank, driving straight for the headquarters of the 1st Column. Struck by this sudden Red Army blow, the headquarters of the 1st Column abandoned its troops and fled south in a panic, and the Red Army pressed its advantage, quickly annihilating the greater part of its two divisions in the areas of Zhongzhuangpu, southwest of Zunyi, and along the north bank of the Wu River. The Battle of Zunyi lasted five days, from the 24th to the 28th, during which the Red Army successively captured Tongzi, Loushan Pass, and Zunyi, routing or annihilating two Nationalist divisions plus eight regiments and taking more than 3,000 prisoners. This was the greatest victory the Central Red Army achieved during the entire Long March. In this battle, Deng Ping, chief of staff of the Red 3rd Corps, was killed.

(3) The Red Army’s Third Crossing of the Chishui River, Marching South into Sichuan (early March – March 19)

After the Battle of Zunyi, Chiang Kai-shek flew from Hankou to Chongqing to personally direct operations, and switched to a strategy combining blockhouse tactics with concentrated offensives at key points, aiming to encircle and annihilate the Central Red Army in the Zunyi-Yaxi area by squeezing it from both north and south. His deployment was as follows: three brigades of the Sichuan army advanced on Zunyi from Tongzi; two divisions of the 9th Corps advanced from Chongqing toward Songkan and Xinzhan, supporting the Sichuan army’s assault on Zunyi; the main force of the 2nd Column, three divisions, advanced into the Renhuai and Lubanchang area, attacking Zunyi and the region to its northwest; four brigades of the 3rd Column advanced into the Dading (present-day Dafang) and Qianxi area to block the Red Army; part of the 4th Column concentrated at Jinsha and Tucheng to prevent the Red Army from developing westward; and the four divisions of the 1st Column, stationed on the south bank of the Wu River, coordinated with the operations of the other columns. In addition, the 53rd Division of the 1st Route Army advanced from Zhenyuan toward Shiqian, and three divisions of the Hunan army built blockhouses along the east bank of the Wu River to prevent the Red Army from moving east.

After March 5, the Central Red Army used its 9th Corps to draw the Sichuan army eastward in the Tongzi-Zunyi area, while its main force moved west from the Zunyi area toward Bailakan and Changgan Mountain (present-day Changgang), seeking an opportunity to fight, though without success. On the 15th, the Red Army’s main force attacked the 2nd Column at Lubanchang; but because the enemy’s three divisions were tightly concentrated together, the assault failed to achieve its purpose, and by this time the reinforcing 1st Column had already advanced into the Fengxiangba area. The Red Army accordingly turned its forces northward, crossing the Chishui River westward at Maotai and the surrounding area on the 16th, advancing toward Gulin and Xuyong in southern Sichuan. On the 19th, the Red Army captured Zhenlong Mountain, and then advanced into the Dacun, Tiechang, and Lianghekou area. With the Red Army once again entering southern Sichuan, Chiang Kai-shek judged that the Central Red Army intended to cross the Yangtze northward once more, and urgently ordered all units to push into Sichuan territory, attempting to encircle and annihilate the Red Army in the Gulin area.

(4) The Red Army’s Fourth Crossing of the Chishui River, Drawing Out the Yunnan Army, and the Skillful Crossing of the Jinsha River (March 20 – May 9)

With Nationalist forces once again concentrating heavily in southern Sichuan, Mao Zedong and the other leaders decided to turn the army back eastward while the enemy was unprepared, seeking an opportunity to annihilate the enemy on the east bank of the Chishui River. On March 20, in order to confuse the Nationalist forces, a single regiment of the Red 1st Corps advanced toward Gulin with a great show of force, luring the enemy westward; the main force, meanwhile, suddenly turned northeast from the area east of Zhenlong Mountain, crossing the Chishui River eastward at Erlangtan, Jiuxikou, and Taiping ferry between the evening of the 21st and the 22nd, and advancing rapidly southward in separate columns around the right flank of the enemy’s main concentration. By the 26th it had reached the Ganxi and Mazongling area, north of the main road between Zunyi and Renhuai. On the 27th, the Red 9th Corps staged a feint attack from the Mazongling area toward Changgan Mountain, drawing the Nationalist forces northward, while the main force continued its advance south, breaking through the Nationalist blockade line between Yaxi and Bailakan on the 28th and advancing to Shatu and Andi on the north bank of the Wu River. On the 31st, it crossed the Wu River southward at Jiangkou, Datang, and Tizi Rock. On April 2, the Central Red Army staged a feint attack on Xifeng with a portion of its forces while its main force advanced to the Gouchang and Zhazuo area, its vanguard pressing close to Guiyang. At this time, Nationalist forces in and around Guiyang consisted of only four regiments of the 99th Division. Chiang Kai-shek, then personally directing operations at Guiyang, was thrown into a panic, fearing both that the Red Army might seize the opportunity to attack Guiyang and that it might move east into Hunan to join forces with the Red 2nd and 6th Corps. He therefore urgently ordered three brigades of Long Yun’s Yunnan army main force to reinforce Guiyang by forced march day and night, ordered Xue Yue’s army group and He Jian’s Hunan forces to deploy and block the enemy along the Sichuan-Guizhou border, and at the same time ordered the garrison at Guiyang to defend the airfield to the death, while preparing sedan chairs, horses, and guides in case he needed to flee at a moment’s notice. As the various Nationalist columns continued shifting eastward, the Red 1st Corps suddenly staged a feint attack on Longli, southeast of Guiyang, on April 9, making a great show of force to confuse the enemy, while its main force broke through the enemy’s defense line between Guiyang and Longli and advanced rapidly, at a pace of 120 li a day, into Yunnan, where enemy strength was thin. On the 12th and 13th it successively captured the county seats of Huishui, Changshun, and Ziyun, crossed the Beipan River on the 15th, and went on to capture Zhenfeng, Long’an, Xingren, and Xingyi. With the main force of the Yunnan army now completely shifted eastward, Chiang Kai-shek was greatly alarmed at the speed of the Central Red Army’s westward advance, and urgently ordered the two columns under Wu Qiwei and Zhou Hunyuan, together with three divisions of the Hunan army and part of the Yunnan army, to pursue along the Guizhou-Yunnan highway. At the same time, on April 4, the Red 9th Corps routed five regiments of the Guizhou army at Laomukong, east of Dagu Xinchang, annihilating more than 2,000 of them.

In late April, as the Central Red Army captured Zhanyi, Malong, Xundian, and Songming, threatening the very gates of Kunming, the various Nationalist columns still remained more than three days’ march away. The Red Army accordingly used a portion of its forces to stage feint attacks on Yangcun and Kunming, while its main force advanced rapidly toward the banks of the Jinsha River to the northwest. In accordance with the Central Military Commission’s directive of April 29, “On the Rapid Crossing of the Jinsha River by Our Forces and the Establishment of a Soviet Base Area in Western Sichuan,” the Red 1st Corps seized Longjie crossing by way of Wuding and Yuanmou; the Red 3rd Corps seized Hongmen crossing by way of Maludang; and the Central Military Commission’s column and the Red 5th Corps advanced to Jiaoping crossing by way of Longtang. Part of its advance guard, the cadre regiment, under the command of Chief of Staff Liu Bocheng, had already succeeded, on the night of May 3, in secretly crossing at Jiaoping, wiping out the defending enemy on the opposite bank, routing the reinforcement of two Sichuan regiments, taking more than 600 prisoners, and gaining control of the crossing. Because the river at Longjie crossing was wide and subject to harassment by enemy aircraft, and the current at Hongmen crossing was too swift, both crossings were unfavorable for the Red Army; the Central Military Commission accordingly decided that, apart from the 13th Regiment of the Red 3rd Corps, which crossed at Hongmen, the Red 1st, 3rd, and 5th Corps would all cross the Jinsha River at Jiaoping between May 3 and 9, using only seven small wooden boats available there. The Red 9th Corps, forming the northern column, likewise crossed the Jinsha River at Shujie and Yanjingping, west of Huize, on May 4 and 5. With this, the Central Red Army had skillfully slipped free of the Nationalist encirclement, leaving several hundred thousand Nationalist troops entirely behind on the south bank of the Jinsha River. From this point on, the Red Army had broken free of the enemy’s encirclement, pursuit, and blockade, realized its strategic intention of crossing the river and advancing north, and achieved a great and decisive victory in the course of its strategic transfer.



III. Commentary

In the campaign of the Four Crossings of the Chishui River, Mao Zedong and the other leaders, adapting to the changing battlefield situation, directed the Central Red Army to thread its way skillfully between the massed concentrations of Nationalist forces, flexibly shifting its direction of operations, drawing out and confusing the enemy, creating opportunities to fight, annihilating large numbers of Nationalist troops in the course of mobile warfare, and firmly holding the initiative on the battlefield — thereby achieving a decisive victory in the course of the strategic transfer. This was the most breathtaking and most brilliant military operation of the Central Red Army’s entire Long March, a shining example, in the history of the Chinese Workers’ and Peasants’ Red Army’s wars, of defeating a superior force with an inferior one and turning a passive position into an active one; it was also the crowning achievement of Mao Zedong’s military career, and it occupies an important place in the history of our army’s warfare.

(1) Persisting in Proceeding from the Actual Battlefield Situation, and Continually Adjusting Operational Deployments

In Strategic Problems of China’s Revolutionary War, Mao Zedong observed: “Different circumstances of war determine different laws for the guidance of war, with variations in time, place, and character.” In directing operations, one must proceed from the constantly developing and changing circumstances on both the enemy’s side and one’s own, discover the laws governing their action, and apply these laws to one’s own conduct, in order to defeat the enemy and win victory. Before the Zunyi Conference, the disparity in strength between the enemy and the Red Army was extreme, the enemy pressed in with massed forces from every direction, and the Central Red Army found itself in an extraordinarily dangerous position. In order to preserve its fighting strength and await the opportunity to defeat the enemy, Mao Zedong and the other leaders decided to abandon the plan to join forces with the Red 2nd and 6th Corps at the Hunan-Hubei-Sichuan-Guizhou border, and to march instead into Guizhou, where Nationalist strength was weak — thereby averting the danger of the Central Red Army’s annihilation. After the Zunyi Conference, in view of the unfavorable situation of the Red Army being surrounded on all sides by Nationalist forces, and the limited room for maneuver in northern Guizhou, Mao Zedong and the others resolutely abandoned the plan to establish a base area in Sichuan and Guizhou, deciding instead to lead the Central Red Army out of the encirclement and cross the Yangtze River northward, so as to open up a new base area in western or northwestern Sichuan. But after the Red Army’s first crossing of the Chishui River, the sudden change in the enemy situation and Zhang Guotao’s refusal to carry out the orders of the Party Central Committee made a northward crossing of the Yangtze impossible; the leadership decisively led the army to concentrate at Zhaxi instead, seeking new room for maneuver in the Sichuan-Guizhou-Yunnan border area. It was only through the second, third, and fourth crossings of the Chishui River — swinging the army around Guiyang, staging a feint attack on Kunming, drawing out the enemy, and seeking opportunities to fight — that the Red Army was finally able to make its skillful crossing of the Jinsha River, at last realizing its strategic plan of crossing the river and advancing north.

(2) Making Full Use of Subjective Initiative, and Actively Striving to Seize and Hold the Initiative on the Battlefield

Viewed as a whole, the campaign of the Four Crossings of the Chishui River pitted a stronger enemy against a weaker Red Army, and the Red Army, surrounded, pursued, and blocked on every side by powerful Nationalist forces, often found itself in a passive position. But because Mao Zedong and the other leaders, through superb command artistry, skillfully concealed the Red Army’s strategic intentions and drew out the Nationalist forces according to a deliberate plan, they created, in many localities, a position of superiority and initiative for the Central Red Army, gradually shifting the overall situation in a direction favorable to the Red Army and unfavorable to Chiang’s forces, ultimately shattering Chiang Kai-shek’s strategic scheme to encircle and annihilate the Red Army. After the Red Army’s first crossing of the Chishui River, Nationalist forces converged on it from every direction; in order to draw out and annihilate the enemy, and recognizing that Nationalist strength in Guizhou was weak, the Red Army suddenly turned its army back eastward for its second crossing of the Chishui River, and, seizing a favorable opportunity, successfully annihilated the enemy directly before it and recaptured Zunyi. In this way, Chiang’s strategic scheme of converging attacks against the Red Army was transformed into converging attacks by the Red Army against Chiang’s forces at the campaign and tactical level, turning Chiang’s forces — superior and in command of the initiative at the overall strategic level — into a force inferior and passive at the local level, throwing Chiang Kai-shek’s deployment into disarray. Then, in the third and fourth crossings of the Chishui River, the Red Army once again skillfully concealed its strategic intentions, employing the tactics of feinting in the east while striking in the west and avoiding strength while striking at weakness, moving now south, now north, executing great flanking maneuvers and deep penetrations between the massed Nationalist forces where the enemy least expected it, and firmly holding onto freedom of action and the initiative on the battlefield throughout. Chiang Kai-shek sought to encircle and annihilate the Red Army within the narrow confines of the Zunyi area, but the Red Army swiftly broke out of the encirclement, leaving the enemy grasping at empty air. When Nationalist forces once again advanced into the area west of the Chishui River to close in on the Red Army, the Red Army instead made its fourth crossing of the Chishui River and crossed the Wu River southward, leaving Chiang’s entire force stranded north of the Wu River. At this point, the Red Army once again put on a show of feinting toward Guiyang and pretending to move east to join forces with the Red 2nd and 6th Corps; and just as the Nationalist forces shifted their entire strength eastward, the Red Army instead marched its army west, entered Yunnan, and safely crossed the Jinsha River, leaving the Nationalist forces bewildered and exhausted from constantly chasing after it, perpetually caught off guard. All of this vividly demonstrates that, even when the enemy holds the advantage and the initiative, so long as we correctly analyze the situation and take measures appropriate to the actual circumstances, it is entirely possible to seize the initiative away from the enemy’s hands. As Mao Zedong pointed out: “Initiative and victory can, given certain conditions based on real circumstances and achieved through the active exercise of subjective ability, be seized by the side in an inferior and passive position from the side that holds superiority and the initiative.”

(3) Properly Handling the Relationship Between “Fighting” and “Moving,” and Annihilating the Enemy in the Course of Mobile Warfare

In the early stages of the Central Red Army’s strategic transfer, the passive, battle-avoiding policy of flight pursued by the “Left” dogmatist leadership under Wang Ming — moving without fighting — meant that the Red Army was never able to shake off the enemy’s encirclement, pursuit, and blockade. After the Zunyi Conference, under the direct command of Mao Zedong and the other leaders, the Red Army, moving across a vast battlefield and along an ever-shifting front, advanced and withdrew in great strides, avoiding the enemy’s strengths and striking at its weaknesses, repeatedly creating misapprehensions in Chiang’s forces, actively creating opportunities to fight, and annihilating large numbers of the enemy’s effective strength. After the Red Army’s first crossing of the Chishui River, the sudden change in the enemy situation led it to turn and concentrate its forces at Zhaxi instead — a move that allowed it to shake off the Nationalist forces, gain time to rest and reorganize, and create the conditions needed to seek new opportunities for maneuver. Had there been no “moving” toward Zhaxi and no turning of the army back eastward for the second crossing of the Chishui River, it would never have been possible to draw out Chiang’s forces on such a scale or create the favorable opportunity to fight that led to the victory over the enemy in the Zunyi area following the second crossing. Had there been no further “moving” in the third and fourth crossings of the Chishui River that followed, it would not have been possible to deepen Chiang Kai-shek’s misapprehensions, leading him back and forth by the nose until he was worn down and exhausted, allowing the Red Army to seize the opportunity to realize its strategic aim of crossing the river and marching north. In discussing mobile warfare in Strategic Problems of China’s Revolutionary War, Mao Zedong wrote: “Fight when you can win, move on when you cannot,” and “every kind of ‘moving’ is undertaken for the sake of ‘fighting’… all of it rests on ‘fighting’ as its basic point.” This campaign vividly embodied this dialectical relationship between “fighting” and “moving.”







	## Chapter 41: The Great Victory at Pingxingguan (September 23–26, 1937)





	## Chapter 42: The Hundred Regiments Offensive (August 20 – December 5, 1940)



	The Hundred Regiments Offensive was a large-scale offensive campaign launched by the Eighth Route Army in North China during the War of Resistance Against Japan, employing a force of 105 regiments against Japanese-held communication lines and strongpoints. The campaign began on August 20, 1940 and ended on December 5, lasting three and a half months in all. In close coordination with local armed forces and the broad masses of the people, the Eighth Route Army killed or wounded more than 25,000 Japanese and puppet troops, captured more than 18,000 prisoners, destroyed more than 2,900 strongpoints, and demolished nearly 2,000 kilometers of railway and highway; the Eighth Route Army, for its part, paid a price of more than 17,000 casualties and more than 20,000 cases of poisoning from Japanese chemical weapons. The Hundred Regiments Offensive was the largest-scale and longest-lasting strategic offensive campaign launched by the Eighth Route Army in North China during the entire War of Resistance. This great campaign severely damaged the Japanese army’s main communication lines in North China, recovered part of the territory occupied by the Japanese, and dealt a powerful blow to the invading Japanese forces, writing a glorious page in the history of China’s War of Resistance Against Japan. Bearing this chapter of history in mind is a matter that our army’s high- and mid-level commanders, in studying and researching war history, cannot fail to attend to.



	### I. Background of the Operation and the Intentions of Both Sides



	In the summer and autumn of 1940, Japanese imperialism, taking advantage of the rapid advance of the German fascist forces through Western and Northern Europe, the incomplete state of American war preparations, and Britain’s inability to look eastward, began actively preparing to carry out its policy of “southward advance,” seizing the colonies of Britain, the United States, France, and the Netherlands in Southeast Asia and the southwestern Pacific. At the same time, it intensified its political efforts to induce the Nationalist government to surrender on the China front, while continuing to direct the bulk of its strength against the anti-Japanese base areas — in particular, pressing ahead in North China with its 1940 “Rectification and Construction Plan” and its “cage policy,” built around “railways as pillars, highways as chains, and blockhouses as locks,” consolidating its occupied territory so as to turn China into a rear base for its “southward advance” into Southeast Asia and the southwestern Pacific. At the same time, the Nationalists put forward the fallacious theory of “saving the nation by a roundabout route,” passively resisting Japan while actively opposing the Communists, and even designating certain of their own units to surrender to Japan and join the puppet forces, cooperating with the Japanese invaders in attacking the anti-Japanese base areas. The people of the anti-Japanese base areas behind enemy lines in North China suffered severe devastation, and urgently demanded that a heavy blow be struck against the enemy and its puppet forces.



	The Eighth Route Army’s Operational Intentions and Force Deployment



	In order to smash the Japanese aggressors’ “cage policy,” “thoroughly destroy a number of key strongpoints along the Zhengtai railway, and annihilate part of the enemy’s forces,” to secure a more favorable development of the North China war situation, to overcome the danger of Nationalist capitulation, and to influence and steer the situation of the nationwide war of resistance in a direction more favorable to our side, Eighth Route Army headquarters resolved to launch a large-scale offensive campaign against the communication lines and strongpoints held by the Japanese army in North China.



	On July 22, Zhu De, Commander-in-Chief of the Eighth Route Army, and Peng Dehuai, Deputy Commander-in-Chief, issued the “Preliminary Campaign Order,” stipulating that a force of no fewer than 22 regiments would launch a major assault on the Zhengtai railway (present-day Shijiazhuang to Taiyuan). At the same time, it called for appropriate forces to be deployed to carry out extensive disruption of the Tongpu (Datong to Fengling ferry), Pinghan (present-day Beijing to Hankou), Jinpu (Tianjin to Pukou), Beining (present-day Beijing to Shenyang), and Deshi (Dezhou to Shijiazhuang) railways, as well as a number of major highway lines in North China, in support of the assault on the Zhengtai railway. On August 8, Zhu De, Peng Dehuai, and others issued the “Campaign Operations Order,” stipulating that the Jin-Cha-Ji Military Region would attack the section of the Zhengtai railway from Shijiazhuang (inclusive) to Yangquan (exclusive); the 129th Division would attack the section from Yangquan (inclusive) to Yuci (inclusive); and the 120th Division would attack the section of the Tongpu railway north of Xinxian and the Fenyang-Lishi highway, while positioning a strong force in the area north and south of Yangqu to block any Japanese reinforcements moving toward the Zhengtai railway. All units were instructed that, while disrupting the communication lines, they were also to seize the opportunity to recover certain strongpoints held by the Japanese, and were to complete all preparations by August 10. Upon receiving the preliminary order, each formation conducted reconnaissance and investigation, focusing on the enemy situation, terrain, Japanese fortifications, and the social conditions of the local population along the Zhengtai railway and the northern section of the Tongpu railway and the areas on both sides of them. All participating units carried out brief training in assaulting fortified positions and destroying rail lines, along with preparations of supplies and equipment. Local governments, for their part, mobilized the masses vigorously, making active preparations to support the front-line operations.



	The Eighth Route Army committed the following forces to the battle: 39 regiments from the Jin-Cha-Ji Military Region, 46 regiments from the 129th Division (including the 1st and 3rd Columns of the Dare-to-Die Corps and other units), and 20 regiments from the 120th Division (including the 2nd and 4th Columns of the Dare-to-Die Corps and other units) — 105 regiments in all, more than 200,000 men — along with numerous local guerrilla units and militia forces that also took part in the fighting.



	The Japanese Army’s Operational Intentions and Force Deployment



	While intensifying its policy of blockade and division — the “cage policy” — against the anti-Japanese base areas in North China, the Japanese army was actively adjusting its deployment in preparation for its “southward advance,” but had not anticipated that the Eighth Route Army would launch a large-scale offensive campaign of disruption in North China. In North China and the area near the Zhengtai railway, the Japanese army had stationed the entirety of three divisions of the North China Area Army, two regiments each from two further divisions, the entirety of five independent mixed brigades, two battalions each from four further independent mixed brigades, and two battalions of a cavalry brigade — more than 200,000 men in all — together with 150 aircraft and approximately 150,000 puppet troops.



	### II. Course of the Operation



	Phase One: A General Assault on Communications, Focused on the Zhengtai Railway (August 20 – September 10)



	The Eighth Route Army’s offensive campaign was launched first against the Zhengtai railway on August 20. The Zhengtai railway crossed the Taihang Mountains, running more than 230 kilometers in length, and served as the link connecting the Pinghan and Tongpu railways — one of the Japanese army’s important strategic transport lines in North China. The Japanese army had stationed along this railway the entirety of the Independent Mixed 4th Brigade (headquartered at Yangquan) and parts of the Independent Mixed 8th and 9th Brigades (headquartered respectively at Shijiazhuang and Taiyuan), and had constructed solid defensive fortifications at the towns, stations, and bridges along the route. Disrupting this line would not only create supply difficulties for the Japanese forces within Shanxi, but would also help improve the situation in which the Taihang Mountains had been split into a divided north and south.



	On the night of August 20, the Jin-Cha-Ji Military Region, under the command of Nie Rongzhen, its commander and political commissar, formed 18 infantry regiments, one cavalry regiment plus two cavalry battalions, and five guerrilla detachments, together with some artillery and engineer support, into left, center, and right columns, and launched attacks against the bulk of the Japanese Independent Mixed 8th Brigade and part of the Independent Mixed 4th Brigade along the eastern section of the Zhengtai railway. The right column, including the 5th and 19th Regiments, attacked the Japanese strongpoints between Niangziguan and Luanliu. Niangziguan was a key strategic pass on the border between Shanxi and Hebei provinces, and formed the bottleneck of the Zhengtai railway. Making use of the sheer cliffs and precipitous terrain of the site — easy to defend and difficult to attack — the Japanese had, in addition to their existing fortifications, built four major fortified complexes, densely studded with both open and concealed firing positions. In addition, a large number of puppet troops were stationed in the villages below Niangziguan. The 5th Regiment, tasked with the main assault, first infiltrated the village of Niangziguan and wiped out the puppet troops within it, then used the village as a base to launch a fierce assault on the Japanese forces holding Niangziguan; but because the Japanese held favorable terrain and relied on superior equipment, the attacking force suffered considerable casualties, and the frontal assault was repeatedly checked. At this point, the elements of the 5th Regiment that had swung around behind Niangziguan happened to reach the vicinity of the Japanese fortified complex, and launched a fierce assault against the Japanese from the flank, throwing the enemy into disarray at this sudden attack. The assault force seized the moment, using hand grenades, grenade bundles, and captured demolition charges to blast the enemy’s fortifications; after three hours of repeated charges, they finally captured the Japanese strongpoints, and the assault force at last took the summit of Niangziguan. By dawn, the greater part of the Japanese force holding Niangziguan had been annihilated. The center column — the 2nd, 3rd, and 16th Regiments, together with part of the Jingxing-Huolu Detachment — attacked the Japanese strongpoints along the section from (excluding) Niangziguan to Weishui. With the support of miners from the Jingxing mining area, the 3rd Regiment cut the power lines to the mining district, and, taking advantage of the sudden darkness across the mining area as all its lights went out, launched a swift assault; after fierce fighting that lasted until dawn, it annihilated the Japanese force entirely, captured the new mine at Dongwangshe, and thoroughly destroyed the factory buildings and mine shafts there, putting them out of production for half a year. While the center column was launching its attack, the left column attacked the strongpoints at Yanfeng and Shang’an along the section from Weishui to Shijiazhuang, and destroyed the iron railway bridge north of Zhengding on the Pinghan railway. On the 23rd, because Japanese reinforcements were moving west from the direction of Shijiazhuang, and because days of continuous rain had caused the rivers to flood, seriously hampering operations, the forces of the Jin-Cha-Ji Military Region shifted their forces to carry out a comprehensive campaign of destruction against the railway, bridges, and tunnels instead.



	Under the command of Liu Bocheng, division commander, and Deng Xiaoping, political commissar, the 129th Division formed 8 regiments (including two regiments of the 1st Column of the Dare-to-Die Corps) and 8 independent battalions into a left-flank assault force, a right-flank assault force, and a central column, and likewise launched attacks on the night of August 20 against the bulk of the Japanese Independent Mixed 4th Brigade and part of the Independent Mixed 9th Brigade along the western section of the Zhengtai railway; a further two regiments, together with local armed forces from Pingding, Liao county, and Yushe, carried out separate assaults on the Pingliao and Yuliao highways, pinning down the defending garrisons at various points and securing the flanks and rear of the main force. Each assault force moved under cover of darkness around the Japanese army’s outlying strongpoints, and attacked the Japanese garrisons defending the railway line. Because the assault forces moved with such secrecy and struck with such ferocity and suddenness, the Japanese were caught completely off guard, and after a day and night of fierce fighting the stations of Lujiazhuang, Heshangzu, Mashou, and Sangzhang were captured. By the 25th, the forces went on to capture Shanghu, Yanzigou, Potou, Langyu, Zhangjing, and the outlying strongpoint of Zhixi in succession. By this point, the entire western section of the Zhengtai railway, apart from a few strongpoints such as Shouyang, had been captured by the 129th Division. As the left- and right-flank assault forces launched their attacks against the Japanese along the Zhengtai railway, the general reserve advanced into the Tianhuachi and Weichi village area west of Pingding, and its 14th Regiment occupied Shinaoshan, a key point on the Zhengtai railway southwest of Yangquan, to prevent any Japanese attack on the right flank and rear of the assault force. Just as anticipated, the Japanese, once struck, immediately organized a counterattack. The commander of the Japanese Independent Mixed 4th Brigade at Yangquan assembled every force he could possibly mobilize, and from August 21 launched attacks on the position of the 129th Division’s general reserve — the 14th Regiment — at Shinaoshan. Backed by wave after wave of bombing and strafing runs by large numbers of aircraft, the Japanese launched repeated fierce assaults on Shinaoshan, continually reinforcing their attacking force. The troops defending Shinaoshan held their ground, using the terrain to their advantage, repelling the Japanese assaults again and again and inflicting heavy casualties on the enemy. The struggle for Shinaoshan lasted six days and nights, but the Eighth Route Army’s defensive position never wavered. On August 31 and September 1, the left-flank force delivered a series of blows against the Japanese forces advancing from Yuci and Shouyang in the areas of Gaoping, Daoping, Hong’ao, and Juanyugou, including a blocking action at Juanyugou that lasted a full fifteen hours, repelling more than ten Japanese assaults, dealing a heavy blow to the enemy’s plan to converge on Anfeng and Mafang, seizing the initiative, and covering the safe withdrawal of the command organs and the right-flank force. On September 6, the 386th Brigade and the 1st Column of the Dare-to-Die Corps surrounded a battalion of the Japanese 36th Division advancing from Taigu at Shuangfeng, northwest of Yushe, and after a day and night of fierce fighting killed the Japanese battalion commander, breaking the enemy’s converging attack. After several days of fighting, the 129th Division had gained control of most of the strongpoints and railway stations along the western section of the Zhengtai railway, apart from Yangquan and Shouyang, and had seriously damaged the rails, bridges, and tunnels along this section, paralyzing the western section of the Zhengtai railway entirely.



	At the same time, under the command of He Long, division commander, and Guan Xiangying, political commissar, the 120th Division used 20 regiments to attack the northern section of the Tongpu railway and a number of important highways west of it. On the night of August 21, the 358th Brigade launched a fierce assault on Kangjiahui, an important Japanese strongpoint on the Xinxian-Jingle highway, annihilating the defending garrison entirely. At the same time, the Independent 2nd Brigade recovered Yangfangkou, an important strongpoint on the Tongpu railway; the Provisional 1st Division briefly raided the county town of Wuzhai; the 2nd and 4th Columns of the Dare-to-Die Corps attacked the Fenyang-Lishi highway and raided the Japanese strongpoint at Wangjiachi; the Independent 1st Brigade captured Shimen, attacked Zhaizi village, and besieged the county town of Lanxian; and the Industrial Defense Brigade attacked the Taiyuan-Fenyang highway. By September 5, the 120th Division had fought more than 160 engagements, annihilating more than 800 Japanese and puppet troops, and cutting the northern section of the Tongpu railway and the Xinxian-Jingle and Fenyang-Lishi highways, as well as the northern section of the Tongpu railway and the Fenli and Taifen highways.



	In support of the assault on the Zhengtai railway and the northern section of the Tongpu railway, the 129th Division and the Jin-Cha-Ji Military Region also ordered more than 50 additional regiments into action, which, in coordination with guerrilla units and militia, carried out widespread disruption and raids against the Pinghan, Pingsui (present-day Beijing to Baotou), Beining, Tongpu (southern section), Baijin (Baigui to Jincheng), Jinpu, and Deshi railways and a number of major highways, as well as numerous strongpoints held by the Japanese army.



	After August 25, the Japanese army transferred elements of the 36th, 37th, and 41st Divisions from the Baijin railway and the southern section of the Tongpu railway, coordinating with the Independent Mixed 4th and 9th Brigades to counterattack the 129th Division; it also transferred about 5,000 troops from central and southern Hebei to coordinate with the Independent Mixed 8th Brigade in counterattacking the forces of the Jin-Cha-Ji Military Region. On September 2, the Japanese army converged on the 129th Division in the Anfeng and Mafang area south of the Zhengtai railway. The division resisted valiantly with four regiments, killing or wounding more than 200 Japanese troops. On September 6, two regiments each of the 129th Division’s 386th Brigade and the 1st Column of the Dare-to-Die Corps surrounded a Japanese battalion at Shuangfeng, northwest of Yushe, breaking the enemy’s converging attack. In support of the 129th Division’s operations, the Jin-Cha-Ji Military Region used four regiments to attack the Japanese forces in the Yu county area north of the Zhengtai railway, forcing the Japanese forces south of the railway to move north in relief. At the same time, the 120th Division’s disruption of the section of the Tongpu railway between Xinxian and Taiyuan also effectively pinned down Japanese reinforcements bound for the Zhengtai railway. On September 10, in order to rest and reorganize the troops in preparation for renewed fighting, Eighth Route Army headquarters ordered all units to conclude the first phase of operations.



	In this phase, the Eighth Route Army annihilated more than 7,000 Japanese and puppet troops, captured 91 Japanese strongpoints, destroyed more than 300 kilometers of railway and more than 700 kilometers of highway, and captured large quantities of military supplies, destroying two-thirds of the Zhengtai railway line and essentially achieving its intended operational objectives. Because the Eighth Route Army had struck the Japanese army’s vital transportation arteries so suddenly and so fiercely, Japanese communications were severed, the Japanese forces found themselves absorbing blows on every front, and they fell into a state of considerable panic and confusion.



	Phase Two: Continuing to Disrupt Japanese Communication Lines, with Emphasis on Capturing Japanese Strongpoints on Both Sides of the Lines and Deep Within the Base Areas (September 22 – early October)



	In order to expand the results already achieved, Eighth Route Army headquarters issued its order for the second phase of operations on September 16, requiring all units to continue disrupting Japanese communication lines and to destroy Japanese and puppet strongpoints deep within the anti-Japanese base areas. The deployment called for the main force of the 120th Division to thoroughly destroy the section of the northern Tongpu railway between Ningwu and Xuangang, once again cutting off traffic along the northern section of the Tongpu railway; the main force of the Jin-Cha-Ji Military Region to attack the Laiyuan-Lingqiu highway and seize the county towns of Laiyuan and Lingqiu; and the 129th Division to focus on attacking the Yushe-Liao county highway and recover the county towns of Yushe and Liao county (present-day Zuoquan). The order specified that the second phase of operations would begin on September 20.



	The Jin-Cha-Ji Military Region launched the Laiyuan-Lingqiu campaign on September 22 with 8 regiments, 3 guerrilla detachments, and 2 independent battalions, attacking the Japanese Independent Mixed 2nd Brigade and elements of the 26th Division, as well as puppet forces, in this area. The Jin-Cha-Ji Military Region formed a right-flank force of 5 regiments, 2 guerrilla detachments, and 2 further independent battalions, tasked first with seizing Laiyuan and the strongpoints nearby; a left-flank force of 2 regiments and 1 guerrilla detachment, tasked with blocking Japanese reinforcements advancing on Laiyuan from the direction of Lingqiu, Guangling, and Yu County, so as to secure the right-flank force’s operation against Laiyuan; after which, in coordination with the right-flank force, it would go over to the offensive and seize Lingqiu and the strongpoints nearby; a further regiment was to block Japanese reinforcements advancing from the eastern section of the Pingsui railway in the Taohuabao area; and one regiment served as the general reserve, positioned north of Yi County. At 10:00 p.m. on September 22, the right-flank force launched a fierce assault on the Japanese forces at Laiyuan. Because the Japanese in this area had already been alerted and had reinforced their various strongpoints, only the eastern, western, and southern gate towers were captured after a night of fierce fighting. On the 23rd, the right-flank force used part of its strength to surround and monitor the Japanese forces at Laiyuan, while its main force cleared away the outlying Japanese strongpoints. That night, the 2nd Regiment attacked the outlying strongpoint of Sanjia village, capturing it at dawn on the 24th. At this time, the 3rd Regiment of the Jin-Cha-Ji Military Region continued its fierce assault on Dongtuanpu, an important strongpoint northeast of Laiyuan, defended by more than 170 men of the training battalion for non-commissioned officers of the Japanese Independent Mixed 2nd Brigade. After two nights and a day of repeated contested fighting, the 3rd Regiment compressed the Japanese force into a fortified core position within a large compound in the southwest corner of the village. On the night of the 24th, the 3rd Regiment launched an all-out assault on this Japanese core position, and the 27 surviving Japanese soldiers set themselves on fire rather than surrender. By the 26th, the right-flank force and the 9th Regiment of the Pingxi Military Sub-district had also successively captured thirteen strongpoints, including Jinjiajing, Beishifo, and Taohuabao. However, because key strongpoints such as Chajianling and Laiyuan county town had not yet been captured, the fighting remained deadlocked. At the same time, however, because our forces failed to block effectively, Japanese and puppet reinforcements moving to relieve Laiyuan from Zhangjiakou advanced rapidly starting on the 23rd. By noon on the 28th, this Japanese force of more than 3,000 men had reached the area around Laiyuan. With further fighting now unfavorable, our right-flank force was ordered to abandon the assault and withdraw southward. On the 29th, the Japanese army “swept” the area around Laiyuan and advanced to the Great Wall line. On October 2, the military region issued the order for the second stage of the Laiyuan-Lingqiu campaign. From October 7 to 9, the left-flank force, with the support of part of the right-flank force, successively captured the strongpoints of Nanpotou, Qiangfengling, and Qingciyao along the Lingqiu-Laiyuan line, and attacked the Japanese forces at Jinfengdian and Huangtaisi. The Laiyuan-Lingqiu campaign lasted eighteen days, in the course of which the Eighth Route Army annihilated more than 1,100 Japanese and puppet troops, at a cost of 1,419 of its own casualties. In support of the Laiyuan-Lingqiu operations, the Jizhong Military Region used three regiments to launch disruptive operations in the Renqiu, Hejian, Dacheng, and Suning area, capturing more than twenty enemy strongpoints, destroying more than 150 kilometers of highway, and annihilating more than 1,500 Japanese and puppet troops.



	The 129th Division formed a left-flank force from the 386th Brigade and two regiments of the 1st Column of the Dare-to-Die Corps, and a right-flank force from the 385th Brigade (with the attached 32nd Regiment), and launched the Yushe-Liao county campaign on September 23, attacking the Japanese Independent Mixed 4th Brigade defending the Yushe-Liao county highway. Yushe was the main Japanese strongpoint on this highway; the Japanese had spent years developing it, its fortifications were solid, and its supplies of food and ammunition were abundant. Using the middle school outside the east gate as its core position, the Japanese garrison had studded the area with large and small blockhouses, cut the surrounding terrain into sheer cliffs, laid down several rows of barbed wire, and arranged its fields of fire with great care. On the night of the 23rd, the 386th Brigade launched a fierce assault on the town of Yushe, and after a night of intense fighting broke into the town, occupying its western and part of its southwestern section. On the afternoon of the 24th, the brigade launched a second assault, and after four hours of intense fighting captured the northwest corner of the Yushe middle school — the Japanese core position — along with most of the blockhouses on its western side. On the night of the 24th, the brigade pressed its advantage and launched a third fierce assault, breaking through the Japanese blockhouses; the surviving Japanese troops fell back to defend the middle school, and released large quantities of poison gas, causing the entire 3rd Battalion of the 772nd Regiment to be poisoned. At 4:00 p.m. on the 25th, as the assault force of the 386th Brigade detonated a tunnel charge to blow open the wall surrounding the Japanese blockhouse, it launched a fourth assault under cover of the resulting smoke, breaking straight into the core position in a single stroke and annihilating the Japanese force entirely in hand-to-hand fighting. On the 27th, the right-flank force, the 385th Brigade, captured the Japanese strongpoint at Shixia, west of Liao county; by this point, every Japanese strongpoint west of Liao county, apart from Guantou, had been captured. Just as the 129th Division was deploying the main strength of its left- and right-flank forces to attack Liao county, Japanese forces from Heshun and Wuxiang moved to reinforce Liao county and Guantou from south and north respectively; the division shifted its main force to the Hongyatou and Guandinao area, preparing to annihilate the Japanese force advancing east from Wuxiang to relieve Guantou. On the 30th, more than 600 Japanese troops advancing east from Wuxiang reached Wangjing, and their vanguard clashed with the 385th Regiment east of Yushushu, and fierce fighting ensued. At this point, the 386th Brigade and the 1st Column of the Dare-to-Die Corps, already in their ambush positions, launched an attack on the Japanese flank and rear, surrounding them on all sides. Backed by the cover of eight bombing and strafing aircraft, the Japanese resisted tenaciously. The attacking force launched ten consecutive fierce assaults on the Japanese in the rain, engaging in hand-to-hand combat several times, until, by midnight, more than half the enemy had been annihilated; the remaining Japanese were finally compressed onto two or three small hills, but because our troops had suffered considerable casualties and extreme fatigue from continuous fighting, a standoff developed with this Japanese force. On the 31st, Japanese reinforcements from Liao county and Heshun rushed toward the Guandinao area, while the Japanese force advancing from Heshun broke through the blocking position of the Langyashan detachment of the newly formed 10th Brigade; the 129th Division voluntarily disengaged from the fighting, and Yushe was once again occupied by the Japanese. The nine-day Yushe-Liao county campaign thus came to an end, having annihilated nearly 1,000 Japanese troops. At the same time, the Jinan Military Region under the 129th Division used 12 regiments to attack the Deshi railway and the Handan-Jinan railway then under construction by the Japanese, as well as a number of important highways, annihilating more than 1,700 Japanese and puppet troops in the process.



	Beginning on September 14, the various units of the 120th Division moved from their stations toward the Tongpu railway to carry out a renewed campaign of disruption against it. In the course of their advance, the 358th Brigade and the Independent 1st Brigade attacked Toumaying three times, and made night raids on the Japanese strongpoints of Qicun, Loubanzhai, and Xinkou, north of Xinxian, clearing a path for their advance. Beginning on September 23, the Independent 1st Brigade attacked the section from Xinxian to Yuanping, the 358th Brigade attacked the section from Yuanping to Ningwu, and the Independent 2nd Brigade attacked the section from Ningwu to Shuoxian; a further portion of the force attacked the highway lines and raided Japanese strongpoints, pinning down the Japanese army in support of the attack on the Tongpu railway. By September 27, the 120th Division had gained control of several sections of railway between Shuoxian and Yuanping, temporarily paralyzing traffic along the Tongpu railway.



	The second phase of operations began on September 22 and ended in early October. In the course of it, the Eighth Route Army fought more than 620 engagements, captured 123 enemy strongpoints, destroyed a number of blockading trenches and walls, killed, wounded, or captured more than 7,000 Japanese and puppet troops, struck at the organization of the puppet regime, and further expanded the anti-Japanese base areas.



	Phase Three: Countering the Japanese Army’s Large-Scale Retaliatory “Mopping-Up” Campaigns (October 6 – December 5)



	Having been struck by two consecutive phases of large-scale offensive operations by the Eighth Route Army, the Japanese army came to appreciate keenly the severity of the threat it posed. In order to stabilize the situation and consolidate its occupied territory, it assembled heavy forces to carry out a large-scale and brutal retaliatory “mopping-up” campaign against the anti-Japanese base areas throughout North China. On October 19, Eighth Route Army headquarters issued its order for counter-“mopping-up” operations, requiring all units to work in close coordination with local Party and government organs and the broad masses of the people, to wage guerrilla warfare extensively, resolutely annihilate the invading enemy, and smash the Japanese army’s “mopping-up” campaign.



	In order to defeat the Japanese army’s designs, the various units of the 129th Division valiantly carried out counter-“mopping-up” operations. On October 14, part of the newly formed 10th Brigade set an ambush at Gongjiagou on the Heshun-Liao county highway, annihilating a Japanese supply convoy and destroying more than 40 Japanese trucks. On the 26th, a Japanese battalion of more than 500 men, advancing from Wuxiang toward Huangyandong, attempted to move west through the hills around Guanjianao, east of Panlong. On the night of the 29th, the main force of the 129th Division surrounded this Japanese force on the high ground at Guanjianao. In an effort to hold out and await relief, the encircled Japanese force worked frantically to strengthen its fortifications, and seized the opportunity to occupy the high ground at Fengnaoding, southwest of Guanjianao. On the 30th, the 129th Division launched a general assault against both Guanjianao and Fengnaoding simultaneously. Disregarding wave after wave of Japanese bombing and strafing runs, the attacking force broke through the Japanese defensive positions at Guanjianao with swift and fierce action, engaging the Japanese in hand-to-hand combat and annihilating the greater part of the enemy force by nine o’clock that evening. The Japanese force at Fengnaoding was subjected to ten consecutive fierce assaults and suffered devastating casualties. By dawn on the 31st, more than 400 Japanese troops had been annihilated in all. The 129th Division then voluntarily disengaged from the fighting, and the surviving Japanese troops withdrew in a panic with the help of reinforcements. On November 17, elements of the Japanese 36th and 41st Divisions and the Independent Mixed 9th Brigade, some 7,000 men in all, advanced in separate columns to “mop up” the Taiyue anti-Japanese base area, carrying out a frenzy of burning, looting, and killing. On the 23rd, the 42nd Regiment of the Qinxi Detachment dealt a heavy blow to the Japanese forces advancing from Quandian in the Guantan area, killing or wounding more than a hundred of them. Elements of the 42nd and 59th Regiments also fought fierce engagements against the Japanese in the Huhanping and Mabei area, killing or wounding more than 160 of them. Units of the Qindong Detachment, including the 17th and 57th Regiments, likewise dealt heavy blows to the “mopping-up” Japanese forces at Guang’ao, Chenjiagou, and Longfosi, with the fighting at Longfosi alone killing or wounding more than 100 Japanese troops. Under this continuous pounding, the Japanese finally withdrew in separate columns on December 5.



	Beginning on October 13, Japanese and puppet forces of more than 10,000 men “mopped up” the Pingxi anti-Japanese base area (west of present-day Beijing); on November 9, the Japanese army used a further force of more than 10,000 men to “mop up” the Beiyue anti-Japanese base area, and occupied Fuping, the seat of the leading organs of the Jin-Cha-Ji Military Region. The army and people of the Pingxi and Beiyue regions coordinated their efforts on interior and exterior lines, waging extensive guerrilla warfare, repeatedly ambushing and raiding the Japanese army’s rear communication lines, and forcing the bulk of the Japanese forces to withdraw. The Japanese forces at Fuping and Wangkuai, however, built fortifications and roads, intending to occupy the area for the long term. From December 3 to 27, the Jin-Cha-Ji Military Region used four regiments to attack the Japanese forces at Fuping and Wangkuai, annihilating more than 500 of them and forcing the Japanese to withdraw entirely from the Beiyue anti-Japanese base area.



	In mid-December, the Japanese army used a force of 20,000 men to “mop up” the northwestern Shanxi anti-Japanese base area, and by the 23rd had occupied every county town and most of the major towns except Baode and Hequ. The forces of the 120th Division and the masses of the northwestern Shanxi region carried out a policy of clearing the fields and evacuating the towns, persisting in guerrilla warfare on the principle of “never abandoning one’s own district, never abandoning one’s own county.” At the same time, they concentrated part of their main forces to attack the Japanese army’s rear communication lines, striking at Japanese road-repair units and supply convoys, annihilating more than 2,500 Japanese and puppet troops in all, and forcing the Japanese to withdraw entirely from the northwestern Shanxi anti-Japanese base area by late January 1941.



	In this campaign, the Eighth Route Army, working in close coordination with local armed forces and the broad masses of the people, smashed the Japanese and puppet forces’ “mopping-up” campaign through resolute action. Having suffered this blow, the Japanese army exclaimed in alarm that it “must reassess its understanding of North China,” and transferred two divisions from the central China front to reinforce the North China Area Army, preparing an even larger-scale campaign of retaliation against the anti-Japanese base areas throughout North China.



	### III. Commentary



	In this campaign, the army and people behind enemy lines in North China, led by the Communist Party of China, worked with one heart and one mind, pressing forward wave after wave, and fought the Japanese invaders in a bloody struggle, fully demonstrating the indomitable fighting spirit of the Chinese nation. The Hundred Regiments Offensive played a positive and important role in sustaining the war of resistance, checking the undercurrent of Nationalist capitulation prevalent at the time, and helping to turn the situation around; it further inspired the confidence of the people throughout the country in achieving victory in the war of resistance, and raised the prestige of the Communist Party of China and the Eighth Route Army. The Hundred Regiments Offensive was not merely a military battle, but even more a political one. This great political victory and its profound influence were among the campaign’s most significant achievements — and this is a reminder that, in planning for the overall situation, our army’s high- and mid-level commanders must think about problems from a political standpoint and in terms of the overall strategic picture.



	(1) The Hundred Regiments Offensive Effectively Disrupted and Halted the Enemy’s Strategic Scheme to Attack Our Rear Areas and Its Plot of Political Inducement to Surrender



	Of the more than 46,000 enemy troops the Eighth Route Army destroyed in the Hundred Regiments Offensive, more than 20,000 were Japanese soldiers, accounting for 44.9 percent of the total, including a considerable number of intact enemy formations. The enemy’s Independent Mixed 4th Brigade, for instance, was very nearly wiped out entirely; the Independent Mixed 2nd and 3rd Brigades lost more than half their strength; the Independent Mixed 8th, 9th, and 16th Brigades each lost a battalion; and the 36th, 110th, and 27th Divisions all suffered severe blows. The Japanese troops annihilated amounted to roughly one-tenth of the total Japanese strength then stationed in this region. For a Japanese imperialism already keenly aware that its front lines were overextended and its forces insufficient, and which needed to husband its strength for the “southward advance,” this could not but be a severe blow. Japanese soldiers were subjected to intense fascist indoctrination, and Japanese officers and men very rarely surrendered; taking prisoners was correspondingly difficult. But in the Hundred Regiments Offensive, not only were 281 Japanese soldiers taken prisoner, but 47 more defected with their weapons — a phenomenon rarely seen in any of our previous campaigns. Capturing a hundred or more “Japanese devils” alive in a single campaign was something that had never happened in the Nationalist army. On September 5, 1940, the Xinhua Daily ran a prominent news item on its second page reporting that Commander-in-Chief Zhu De and Deputy Commander-in-Chief Peng Dehuai of the Eighth Route Army had decided to send more than a hundred captured Japanese prisoners of war, under forced march, from the front to the wartime capital, to be presented to the highest authorities — a report that caused a sensation at the time and greatly raised the prestige of the Communist Party of China and the Eighth Route Army. A history book written by a progressive Japanese historian likewise judged the Hundred Regiments Offensive to be “the largest engagement since the beginning of the Sino-Japanese War, one that dealt a heavy blow to the Japanese army” (A History of the Pacific War, Volume 3, p. 104). The shock it dealt to the puppet forces was even greater. Of the more than 25,000 puppet troops destroyed, only 5,155 — one-fifth — were killed or wounded; as many as 18,407 surrendered and were taken prisoner, and a further 1,845 defected and turned against the Japanese. Under the influence of the Hundred Regiments Offensive’s victories, the organization of the puppet forces grew rapidly unstable, with many sending representatives to make contact with the Eighth Route Army — further evidence of the important role the Hundred Regiments Offensive played in disintegrating the enemy’s forces.



	The Japanese army’s losses were not confined to the military and the political spheres; the Hundred Regiments Offensive also inflicted enormous economic losses on Japan. The Zhengtai railway was thoroughly destroyed and remained unable to run trains for a long time; the Pinghan and Tongpu railways were likewise cut off for a time, and highway traffic was largely disrupted, seriously undermining Japan’s economic plunder of our territory. In particular, the thorough destruction of the Jingxing coal mine paralyzed the entire mining operation, halting production for a long period and proving impossible to repair, at a cost of more than 100 million yen to the Japanese. In January 1941, Tojo Hideki, Japan’s Army Minister, stated before both houses of the Diet: “The distinguishing feature of the enemy’s resistance from the direction of Chongqing in Showa 15 [that is, 1940] has been extreme passivity; up to now they have taken no initiative in attacking. It was only the ‘Communist bandits,’ who last August launched a large-scale offensive against us in North China. By contrast, Chiang Kai-shek’s own troops, both his direct and his affiliated forces, have consistently adopted a defensive posture.” It is clear from this that the Japanese army, which had always held the Eighth Route Army in contempt, had, as a result of this great campaign, “begun to learn what the Eighth Route Army was capable of.”



	Under the influence of the Hundred Regiments Offensive’s victories, the enemy was forced to withdraw two divisions from the forces it had already assembled in preparation for launching a new strategic offensive, sending them back to defend North China instead, where they were used to pacify the rear areas and attack the anti-Japanese base areas behind enemy lines. This not only relieved the pressure on the Nationalist frontal battlefield, but also had an impact on the Japanese army’s “southward advance” into Southeast Asia and the southwestern Pacific. Our own side, meanwhile, “further strengthened the confidence of our compatriots throughout the country in our great and ultimate victory, promoted national unity, and made it difficult for the enemy to realize its scheme of coercion and enticement.”



	(2) The Victory of the Hundred Regiments Offensive Strengthened the Confidence of the Army and People of the Entire Country in Ultimate Victory in the War of Resistance



	The Hundred Regiments Offensive greatly inspired the people of the liberated areas, and mass organizations from every base area sent telegrams to Zhu De and Peng Dehuai to express their congratulations. At the time, the New China Daily sent a congratulatory telegram: “The Hundred Regiments Offensive — news of victory has arrived, and all of China is inspired… This glorious initial victory not only smashes the enemy’s continuous mopping-up and blockade plans and actions in North China, throwing the invaders and traitors into a state of panic, but will also further consolidate the sincere unity of the Eighth Route Army with allied forces throughout the country, and strengthen the firm conviction of the people throughout the country in self-reliance and ultimate victory in the war of resistance. The still greater significance of this sortie by our crack troops of a hundred regiments lies in the fact that, in the three years since the war of resistance began, this is the first time our side has taken the initiative behind enemy lines to launch, according to a deliberate plan, a large-scale campaign offensive — an unprecedented achievement.” The Sacrifice League Office, the General Trade Union, the National Salvation Association of Peasants, and the National Salvation Association of Women in northwestern Shanxi jointly sent a congratulatory telegram as well, declaring that “this great feat not only shakes the Japanese home islands and scatters every capitulationist faction and its schemes, but also further strengthens the confidence of the people of the whole country in the ultimate victory of the war of resistance. This news has given us tremendous inspiration and encouragement!” International news organizations likewise reported extensively on the victory of the Hundred Regiments Offensive. On August 24, for instance, the United Press of the United States sent a dispatch stating: “Since the Chinese forces began their large-scale offensive in Hebei and Shanxi, Chinese forces near Beiping have likewise risen in response, and have been extremely active; the people of Beiping have been greatly shaken, the Beiping-Tianjin railway was reported cut off yesterday, and Jixian county is said to have been recovered by Chinese forces,” and so on. Under these circumstances, even the Nationalist government’s Military Affairs Commission, in its weekly report on the military situation on every front, was forced to acknowledge, however vaguely, the victory of the Hundred Regiments Offensive. Its report on the military situation from August 25 to 31 stated: “Our forces in Shanxi Province have launched fierce assaults in several columns against Shouyang, Yangquan, Pingding, Niangziguan, and other locations. One column besieged the county town of Shouyang, killing more than 800 of the enemy; another, near Shinao (southwest of Yangquan), killed more than 600 of the enemy; another shelled the walls of Pingding county town, setting fires throughout the city and inflicting extremely heavy enemy casualties; and another captured Niangziguan, seizing a great quantity of equipment and matériel; a further crack unit went on to recover the Jingxing coal mine, so that key transportation points along the Zhengtai railway are now under our control.” Even progressive, patriotic generals within the Nationalist army were inspired by the Hundred Regiments Offensive. Wei Lihuang, then commander-in-chief of the Nationalist First War Zone, for instance, sent a telegram to Zhu De and Peng Dehuai at Eighth Route Army headquarters, saying: “Your forces’ launching of the Hundred Regiments Offensive has not only dealt a mortal blow to the enemy invader, but has also given tremendous spiritual encouragement to allied forces.”



	(3) The Hundred Regiments Offensive Demonstrated, Through Concrete Fact, the Rising Prestige of the Communist Party of China and the Eighth Route Army



	Although Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist government had been compelled to join the national united front for resistance against Japan, following the Fifth Plenary Session of the Fifth Central Executive Committee of the Kuomintang, a rising tide of anti-Communist sentiment grew rampant. In early 1940, Chen Cheng, a senior Nationalist general and director of the Political Department of the Military Affairs Commission, openly declared that the Eighth Route Army “roamed about without fighting,” and that there was “not a single wounded soldier” in Yan’an’s military hospitals, among other slanders. But the brilliant results of the Hundred Regiments Offensive shattered these rumors entirely. A commentary in the magazine Middle School Student, published in Nationalist-controlled territory, observed: “The significance of the great victory in North China lies not only in politically dispelling the tendency toward pessimism and despair, but, more importantly, in its demonstration of self-reliant mass mobilization, offering a shining example to every war zone in the country. The forces that launched this offensive in North China operated in the poorest region, with the greatest supply difficulties and the most inferior equipment, while the enemy in this region possessed formidable political and military strength by comparison. That they were able, under such difficult circumstances and such a lopsided balance of strength, to deploy according to a deliberate plan and launch a fierce offensive — winning not only minor victories but capturing fortified cities as well — would be unimaginable without a political organization genuinely rooted in the interests of the popular masses, and without a democratic system capable of giving free rein to the strength of the entire people.” At the time, the Xinjiang Daily, published under the rule of the warlord Sheng Shicai, likewise stated in an editorial: “The great victory of the North China offensive has raised the standing of the anti-Japanese base areas and of guerrilla warfare, demonstrating their tremendous power and role before the people of the entire nation, and thereby winning still greater support and assistance from the Chinese people.”



	Yet not long after the triumphant conclusion of the Hundred Regiments Offensive, Chiang Kai-shek orchestrated the Southern Anhui Incident, which shocked both China and the world. The brilliant victory the Eighth Route Army achieved in its bloody struggle against the Japanese army in the Hundred Regiments Offensive stood in stark contrast to Chiang Kai-shek’s massacre, in the Southern Anhui Incident, of the New Fourth Army, a force that had rendered great service in the war of resistance. For this reason, after the Southern Anhui Incident, “the decline in the Kuomintang’s standing and the rise in the Communist Party’s standing became a key factor in a certain shift in the balance of strength between the Nationalists and the Communists” [1]. The Hundred Regiments Offensive was an important contributing factor in this shift as well.



	(4) The Hundred Regiments Offensive Advanced Our Army’s Transition from Guerrilla Warfare to Coordinated Large-Formation Operations



	In his “Outline Report to the High-Level Cadres’ Meeting of the Northern Bureau of the Party,” delivered on September 25, 1940, Peng Dehuai gave a specific account of this: “The Hundred Regiments Offensive was a concrete test of the Eighth Route Army’s three years of resistance work. Across so vast an area as North China, amid an enemy dotted with fortified strongpoints, to carry out, within a single hour, a general assault involving more than a hundred regiments — this was an organizational achievement of the very first order. It fully demonstrates the unity of an army led by a proletarian party, and the initiative of its officers and soldiers.” “The Hundred Regiments Offensive represented a new advance in the combat effectiveness of the Eighth Route Army.” Guo Huaruo pointed in particular to the meticulous planning that distinguished the Hundred Regiments Offensive as its most outstanding feature. He wrote: “For our army to launch this offensive of more than a hundred regiments against enemy forces strung out along a front more than five thousand li long, it would have been impossible to achieve so complete a victory without a meticulous plan and thorough preparation. Given the scale of this campaign and the complexity of its operations, the time available for preparation was not long; and yet we were able to complete every necessary preparation while maintaining strict secrecy, so that the enemy had no inkling of what was coming. Once the campaign began, across a vast expanse of territory spanning thousands of li, more than a hundred regiments of troops were able to act in coordination under a single unified intent, functioning as though they were a single man, to accomplish their mission — a degree of planning and organization that is exceedingly difficult to achieve in guerrilla warfare.” He also wrote: “The Hundred Regiments Offensive raised the combat effectiveness of the Eighth Route Army. Although this campaign exacted a considerable price from the Eighth Route Army itself — a substantial number of casualties and a great deal of attrition — on the whole, the more than one hundred Eighth Route Army regiments that took part in the fighting received the finest tempering imaginable in the course of this extraordinarily intense fighting and arduous work of destruction. As a result, the Eighth Route Army’s combat maneuvers, technical operations, and tactical command were all improved through the fresh experience gained, further raising the Eighth Route Army’s combat effectiveness. This was the most valuable gain of all.”



	(5) The Shortcomings of the Hundred Regiments Offensive Lay Chiefly in an Insufficiently Accurate Analysis and Judgment of the Situation, Leading to a Campaign Guideline Ill-Suited to Our Army’s Actual Strength



	First, our army’s own strength was overestimated, and the leadership was overly optimistic about how the campaign as a whole would unfold. At the time, on the North China battlefield, although our forces and the enemy’s did not differ greatly in numbers, and our own troops held the advantage in morale, there remained a vast disparity in equipment, training, and supply — particularly in economic and technical strength — and the basic situation of a strong enemy facing a weak Red Army had not fundamentally changed. Yet the leadership of this campaign did not adequately assess this basic disparity in strength between the two sides, and as a result set operational objectives and demands that were too ambitious. Eighth Route Army Field Headquarters proposed the goal of “joining the three basic base areas [namely northwestern Shanxi, Jin-Cha-Ji, and southeastern Shanxi] into a single connected whole.” Comrade Peng Dehuai himself initially believed that “this campaign offensive will shrink enemy-held territory and expand the territory we hold, marking the beginning of a transformation in the North China war situation. Victory in this campaign offensive will create an entirely new situation for North China.” But the actual outcome did not entirely match these hopes; the “new situation” favorable to us failed to materialize, the anti-Japanese base areas were not expanded, and instead the Japanese army intensified its suppression campaigns against our base areas, subjecting us to our greatest difficulties.



	Second, the enemy’s strategic intentions were judged inaccurately, and the moment to fight was chosen too early. The Hundred Regiments Offensive was launched on the basis of an overly optimistic assessment of the situation, deciding to adopt a large-scale, proactive campaign offensive during the strategic stalemate phase of the war. This did not entirely conform to the basic strategic policy that the Party Central Committee had established for the war of resistance as a whole — namely, that the basic mode of fighting should be guerrilla warfare, without abandoning mobile warfare under favorable conditions. Given the basic situation of a strong enemy and a weak Red Army, the Hundred Regiments Offensive concentrated the main force of our army to fight a major engagement with the enemy, with the result that our own strength was prematurely exposed, the enemy was provoked, and the army and people of our liberated areas paid an excessive price. Because the Eighth Route Army mobilized nearly the whole of its main force and fought a large-scale campaign lasting more than one hundred days against more than 200,000 Japanese troops — particularly given the considerable amount of fighting against fortified enemy positions in the second phase — our forces suffered heavy casualties; and because they were unable to secure time to rest and reorganize, the troops became excessively fatigued. As a result, we were unable to deliver a more effective and more forceful counterblow against the enemy’s subsequent retaliatory “mopping-up” campaigns, and the anti-Japanese base areas suffered considerable losses as a result. Peng Dehuai did not deny these errors: “This mistake was chiefly reflected in an incorrect assessment of the direction of the Japanese army’s coming offensive against us. In fact, the enemy was preparing to attack the Central Plains and open up the Guangzhou-Hankou railway and the Hunan-Guangxi road, whereas I believed — based on reports from our own intelligence workers — that they intended to attack Xi’an, and feared that once the enemy occupied Xi’an it would cut off communications between the Central Committee and the southwest. Nor did I anticipate that the Japanese fascists’ opening of the Guangzhou-Hankou railway was intended to facilitate their prosecution of the Pacific War. Had we seen through the enemy’s true intentions at the time, we could have waited another half year, or waited until the enemy had occupied Changsha, Hengyang, and Guilin, when Japanese forces would have been still more dispersed, before launching this large-scale campaign of disruption; the results might have been considerably greater, and its significance considerably greater as well. But instead the campaign was launched prematurely. Although it achieved the greatest victory of the entire War of Resistance at the campaign level, it delayed the Japanese army’s opening of the Guangzhou-Hankou railway and the Hunan-Guangxi road, thereby relieving the pressure the Japanese army was placing on Chiang Kai-shek at the time. Because we carried out this campaign of disruption, we forced the Japanese army to withdraw two divisions from East and Central China, strengthening its offensive against our base areas in North China. This was especially true in the Taihang Mountain region, where the enemy’s policy of the ‘Three Alls’ [kill all, burn all, loot all] inflicted still greater losses on the people. What is more, in the later stages of the campaign of disruption, my own command was in some respects reckless, causing the 129th Division to suffer somewhat excessive fatigue and casualties.”



	But taking the overall picture into account, and weighing these errors against the brilliant achievements of the Hundred Regiments Offensive, they do not affect or alter our overall assessment of the campaign or the historical standing it rightfully deserves.



	Note



	[1] Selected Works of Mao Zedong, Volume 2, p. 778.









Chapter 43: The Laiwu Campaign (January 31 – February 23, 1947)

The Laiwu Campaign was a large-scale mobile-warfare campaign fought by the East China Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army against the Nationalist army in the Laiwu area of Shandong Province. The campaign began on January 31, 1947 and ended on February 23, lasting 24 days in all. Our forces, at the cost of abandoning Linyi — the capital of the Shandong liberated area — and suffering more than 8,800 casualties, achieved the great victory of annihilating more than 56,000 enemy troops, recovering thirteen cities, and joining the three liberated areas of central Shandong, Bohai, and Jiaodong into a single connected whole, shattering the Nationalist army’s plan for a “Southern Shandong Campaign” and gaining valuable experience in fighting large-scale mobile warfare — thereby further consolidating our rear areas and seizing the initiative in the East China theater. The Laiwu Campaign marked the maturing of our army’s capacity to wage large-scale mobile campaign warfare, demonstrating that, through large-scale mobile warfare, it was now possible to concentrate superior forces and annihilate an enemy’s massed force of tens of thousands of men in a single stroke.


I. Background of the Operation and the Intentions of Both Sides

From July 1946 to January 1947, our forces fought a series of important campaigns on the East China front — including the Central Jiangsu, Subei, and Southern Shandong Campaigns — annihilating a great deal of the Nationalist army’s effective strength. In order to continue carrying out its operational policy of annihilating the enemy on interior strategic lines, concentrating its forces to destroy the enemy piecemeal in mobile warfare, the East China Field Army deliberately shifted the main theater of operations from the Jiangsu-Anhui border region into Shandong Province, concentrating its main force in the area around Linyi to rest, reorganize, and await opportunities to fight.

At this time, although the Nationalist army’s general offensive against our liberated areas was already on the verge of collapse, and a serious contradiction had emerged between the length of its front lines and the insufficiency of its forces, it nevertheless continued its offensive against us, buoyed by the superficial appearance of victory afforded by its occupation of our base areas. On the East China front, the Nationalists sought to achieve the complete occupation of the East China liberated areas, annihilate our East China Field Army, or force us to retreat north of the Yellow River, hoping thereby to use a military victory to influence the questions concerning China that were to be discussed at the upcoming conference of the foreign ministers of the Soviet Union, Britain, and the United States. To this end, once its massed forces had advanced to the area east of Xuzhou, it drew up its plan for the “Southern Shandong Campaign,” preparing to launch a concentrated offensive against Shandong.

In view of the developing nationwide situation, the Party Central Committee put forward the operational task of “annihilating another 40 to 50 brigades of Chiang’s forces in the coming months,” requiring the East China Field Army to annihilate roughly another ten enemy brigades within a period of one and a half to two months, so as to support counteroffensives on other fronts and create the conditions for its own transition to the counteroffensive. To this end, the East China Field Army energetically and urgently carried out comprehensive preparations to meet the Nationalist army’s massive offensive.

As the center of gravity of operations on the East China front shifted into Shandong, the Party, government, and military leadership in East China made a thorough assessment of the situation at the time. They judged that the Field Army had now been fully concentrated, with command and action more unified than before; that, following a series of victorious engagements, the morale of the entire army was running high and its combat capability had increased; that Shandong, being an old liberated area, had a highly conscious population and a strong mass foundation, with land reform work already under way; and that mobilization for the war among the masses was fairly thorough, with abundant manpower and material resources available to support it. But as the war situation developed, the area of the East China liberated areas had shrunk compared with before the war, placing a heavier burden on the people; several hundred thousand troops were concentrated at high density, possessed of great mobility, and supply difficulties were mounting accordingly. Because ideological education had not kept pace with the development of the situation, some within the Party, the army, and the masses still had an inadequate understanding of the favorable situation prevailing at the time and of the protracted, arduous nature of the war, and had not yet fully grasped the policy of mobile warfare.

In response to the situation described above, the Party, government, and military in East China launched comprehensive preparations before the campaign began. First, in accordance with the directives of the Party Central Military Commission, the various field formations of Central China and Shandong were unified and reorganized into the East China Field Army, and a Front Committee was established, achieving organizational unity and centralization. Second, a high-level cadre conference of the military region and field army — the Southern Shandong Conference — was convened at Linyi in Shandong, at which the Party Central Committee’s directives on the situation, the tasks at hand, and the operational policy were conveyed in light of the troops’ ideological state at the time, strengthening the sense of the overall picture and internal unity, and further establishing the doctrine of mobile warfare. Third, all units made use of the intervals between campaigns to rest and reorganize, and, drawing on a review of their combat experience in the preceding period, carried out military and political training based on lessons drawn from actual fighting. Fourth, the Shandong Provincial Front-Support Committee’s organizational structure was strengthened, front-support organizations were established at every level, thorough education on supporting the front was carried out among the masses, a system of standing civilian labor service was instituted, the “Regulations on Civilian Labor Service” were promulgated together with unified measures for provisioning grain, fodder, and firewood, and the financial and economic system was reorganized. Because time was short, this series of preparations, though not yet fully complete, nevertheless laid the foundation that enabled the army and people of East China to defeat the Nationalist army’s new offensive.

The Nationalist Army’s Operational Intentions and Deployment

In order to carry out its “Southern Shandong Campaign” plan, the Nationalist army concentrated 23 reorganized divisions (corps), comprising 53 brigades (divisions), 310,000 men in all, intending to fight a decisive battle with our forces in the Linyi area and destroy our main force. To achieve this goal, it adopted a deployment targeting Linyi and Mengyin, advancing from both north and south along the Longhai and Jiaoji railway lines to converge on and squeeze our East China forces.

On the southern front, the eight reorganized divisions of Ou Zhen’s army group formed the main assault force, advancing on Linyi in three columns along the Yi and Shu Rivers from the line running through Taierzhuang, Xin’anzhen, and Chengtou: the left column, comprising the 11th, 59th, and 64th Reorganized Divisions, was under the unified command of Hu Lian, commander of the 11th Division; the center column, comprising the 74th and 83rd Reorganized Divisions and the 7th Corps, was under the unified command of Li Tianxia, commander of the 83rd Division; and the right column, comprising the 25th and 65th Reorganized Divisions and the 67th Division, was under the unified command of Huang Baitao, commander of the 25th Division. Hao Pengju’s 42nd Army Group was positioned in the Baitapu and Tuofengzhen area, tasked with flank cover. The reorganized 20th, 28th, 57th, and 77th Divisions formed the reserve, positioned along the Xuzhou-Haizhou line, following behind.

On the northern front, the 46th, 73rd, and 12th Corps, comprising nine divisions (brigades) under the command of Li Xianzhou, deputy commander of the 2nd Pacification Zone, formed a supporting assault force, advancing south from Zichuan, Boshan, and Mingshui by way of Laiwu and Xintai to converge with Ou Zhen’s army group advancing from the north, intending to seize the opportunity to occupy Mengyin, disrupt the rear of our East China Field Army, and strike at our forces from behind, in support of the offensive on the southern front.

In addition, the plan called for the 5th Corps and the reorganized 75th and 85th Divisions to be transferred from the southern Hebei and northern Henan fronts to the southwestern Shandong area, to block the Jin-Ji-Lu-Yu Field Army from moving east in relief or the East China Field Army from moving west.

Chiang Kai-shek attached great importance to this “Southern Shandong Campaign,” personally traveling to Xuzhou to give detailed instructions in person; his Chief of the General Staff, Chen Cheng, was stationed at Xuzhou to direct operations personally, and Chiang placed his own trusted forces in the front line to carry out the offensive, declaring: “The fate of the Party and the nation depends entirely on this Southern Shandong campaign — we may only succeed, and must not fail.”

The East China Field Army’s Operational Intentions and Deployment

In accordance with the Party Central Military Commission’s instructions to concentrate forces further and annihilate the enemy, and in light of the enemy situation before it, the East China Field Army put forward, on January 26, a preliminary plan to concentrate 50 regiments and strike first at the right column of the Nationalist army’s southern front. The Party Central Military Commission responded by telegram on January 28: the offensive under Chen Cheng’s direct command would begin before long, and it appeared advantageous for our forces to wait until the enemy launched its offensive before striking. This would, first, allow our forces to gain ample time to rest and reorganize; second, allow us to strike the enemy while it had not yet gained a firm footing; and third, allow us to fight a series of engagements and annihilate the greater part of the enemy force. But should the enemy’s offensive be delayed until late February or early March, our forces should not wait too long. On the 31st, a further telegram stated: Chiang’s forces would launch their offensive within a matter of days, a situation highly favorable to us for annihilating large numbers of the enemy in field combat. Our policy, it suggested, should be to lure the enemy in deep — not only should we refrain from striking first at the Longhai railway, but even once the enemy reached the Yancheng-Matou area, whether to strike immediately was worth further consideration. It would be preferable to wait until the enemy had advanced north of Yancheng and Matou before launching an all-out annihilating attack, so as to fight a series of major battles of annihilation in succession, placing ourselves in a position of complete initiative and never falling into a passive position. In support of operations on the East China front, the Party Central Military Commission also instructed the Jin-Ji-Lu-Yu Field Army to launch the Yu-Wan border campaign, pinning down Wang Jingjiu’s army group and preventing it from being transferred east.

Acting on the Party Central Military Commission’s instructions, the East China Field Army further studied the situation of both sides, decided to annihilate the enemy in the area around Linyi, made preparations and deployments to defend Linyi, and drew up three plans for engaging the enemy in and south of Linyi: Plan One called for annihilating first, once the enemy had occupied Yancheng and Matou, the right column — the reorganized 25th Division and part of the 65th Division, whose flank was exposed and whose combat power was comparatively weak — in the area east of Yancheng and west of Haizhou; Plan Two called for annihilating first the reorganized 11th Division of the left column, should it advance especially quickly, in the Cangshan area west of the Yi River; and Plan Three called for annihilating first the comparatively strong reorganized 74th Division, should both enemy flanks lag behind while the center column pushed ahead, in the area between the Yi and Shu Rivers.

In order to create the conditions needed to implement Plan One or Plan Two, the 3rd Column resolutely resisted the Nationalist center column between the Yi and Shu Rivers, forcing its two flanking columns to advance ahead of it and creating an opportunity to annihilate the enemy. At the same time, political and ideological mobilization was carried out throughout the entire East China region; large numbers of front-support personnel and supplies were drawn from every district and concentrated in the Linyi area; and local forces and militia in every district were instructed to carry out disruptive operations along the Nationalist army’s routes of advance and in areas it might occupy, implementing a scorched-earth policy in support of the main force’s operations.

At this time, the East China Field Army had committed a total of nine infantry columns to the campaign, some 200,000-odd men. The 1st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th, 6th, and 7th Columns rested and reorganized in the area around Linyi, awaiting an opportunity to fight; the 8th Column maneuvered between Boshan, Laiwu, and Linyi; the 9th Column rested and reorganized in the Jiaodong area; and the 10th Column, on the western section of the Jiaoji railway, pinned down the Nationalist forces at Jinan. The campaign was directed by Chen Yi, Commander and Political Commissar of the East China Field Army, Deputy Commander Su Yu, and Deputy Political Commissar Tan Zhenlin.



II. Course of the Operation

(1) Abandoning Linyi and Turning the Army North, Adjusting the Deployment in Time According to the Enemy Situation (January 31 – February 19, 1947)

The Nationalist forces on the southern front began advancing north on January 31; in order to avoid being destroyed piecemeal by our forces, they adopted the tactic of “concentrating forces, advancing steadily and solidly, moving forward in step, and avoiding any advance salient,” advancing at an average pace of less than 10 kilometers a day. By February 3, the enemy’s vanguard had only reached the line running through Fengkuai, Yancheng, and Taolin. Although our forces concentrated on blocking the enemy’s center column, its two flanking columns never advanced ahead of it, and whenever they encountered our blocking action they halted immediately and dug in on the spot, waiting for follow-on units to arrive before advancing further — leaving us with no good opportunity to exploit. In view of the fact that enemy follow-on forces were arriving in succession, and news had come that Wang Jingjiu’s army group in southwestern Shandong was moving east, while Li Xianzhou’s army group on the northern front had already advanced south from Mingshui and Boshan in two columns, its vanguard occupying Laiwu on February 4, our forces, in order to more surely realize our intention of annihilating the enemy, resolved to let the enemy advance further, into the area north of Yancheng and Matou and south of Linyi, before striking, and transferred the 9th and 10th Columns from the Jiaoji railway line to move south rapidly and join the fighting.

On February 4, Mao Zedong, Chairman of the Party Central Military Commission, gave this instruction: the deeper the enemy advances, the better; the longer we wait before striking, the better. So long as you do not seek a quick result, and are prepared to abandon Linyi should the need arise, we are certain to achieve victory in this campaign. The enemy’s current strategy is to lure us into striking prematurely, so that once we have been worn down in a grinding engagement it can occupy Linyi securely. We must on no account fall for this — we must wait until the enemy has advanced into the area between Yancheng and Linyi (comparatively close to Linyi) before fighting our first engagement; this is the wisest course.

Guided by this instruction, the Front Committee of the East China Field Army further analyzed the enemy situation before it and repeatedly studied its operational policy. At the time, the main force of our army was concentrated around Linyi; although Linyi was the capital of the Shandong liberated area and could not be abandoned lightly, it was not a position that had to be defended at all costs. The enemy mistakenly calculated that our forces would be certain to defend the city, and accordingly concentrated its forces there, hoping to force us into a decisive battle. It would of course be best if our forces could find an opportunity to fight and smash the enemy’s offensive in the Linyi area. But the enemy’s forces were highly concentrated and moved slowly, making it difficult to find such an opportunity for the time being, while Li Xianzhou’s army group on the northern front had already advanced deep into our territory in isolation, threatening the rear of our forces. Were our forces to turn suddenly and march north, catching the enemy by surprise and annihilating this army group, we would not only shatter the enemy’s plan for a north-south pincer attack, but would also secure our own rear areas; we could then rest and reorganize our troops, awaiting the exhausted enemy at our ease, and calmly meet the enemy’s southern-front forces at our leisure, placing our army in a position of complete initiative. Should the enemy on the northern front instead withdraw, making it difficult to annihilate them, our forces could still advance against the Jiaoji railway, recover the Zichuan and Boshan areas, and open communications among the three districts of central Shandong, Jiaodong, and Bohai — which would also be advantageous when we turned back to annihilate the enemy on the southern front.

On this basis, in order to create conditions more favorable for our operations, we began considering changing our original policy of defending Linyi, and drew up three new plans of operation: Plan One called for the 2nd Column to attack Hao Pengju’s forces in the Baitapu and Tuofengzhen area, while making a great show of threatening Haizhou, so as to create a false impression in the enemy’s mind and induce it to send its right column, together with the reorganized 25th Division, east in relief — or else to induce the reorganized 74th, 83rd, and 11th Divisions of the center and left columns to boldly advance north — after which our forces would concentrate their full strength to annihilate first the weaker of the two enemy columns, and then the other. Plan Two called for, should Plan One fail to draw out the enemy, positioning one column south of Linyi to monitor the enemy while concentrating our main force north of Linyi to rest and reorganize, seeking a fresh opportunity to fight as the enemy continued its advance north. Plan Three called for, should the southern-front enemy still fail to advance north, or should its advance prove inconvenient for annihilation, resolving to abandon Linyi, leaving one column in the Linyi area to keep the enemy occupied while the main force marched north to thoroughly settle the enemy forces on the northern front. As it reported these plans of operation, the East China Field Army also ordered the 2nd Column to launch an attack on Hao Pengju’s force on February 6.

Just as our forces were engaged in attacking and annihilating Hao Pengju’s force, the Party Central Military Commission replied by telegram approving Plan Three proposed by the Front Committee of the East China Field Army, noting that carrying out this plan would place our forces in a position of complete initiative, and instructing the East China Field Army to spend a week to ten days reorganizing and training in place, putting on the appearance of preparing to strike southward, while waiting for the enemy on the northern front to occupy Laiwu and Xintai; the entire army would then move secretly, annihilating first the 73rd, 12th, and 46th Corps, and thereafter capturing the Jiaoji railway.

At dusk on February 7, our forces completely annihilated Hao’s headquarters and two divisions, and captured Hao Pengju alive. However, rather than advancing, the enemy’s left and center columns instead pulled their right column — the 25th and 65th Divisions — back from east of Yancheng to the Taolin area. Unable to draw the enemy out, our forces withdrew their main strength to the area north of Linyi to rest and reorganize, and settled on the plan of marching north to annihilate the enemy.

On February 8, the Nationalist forces on the northern front — the 46th Corps — had already occupied Xintai, the 73rd Corps had advanced to Yanzhuang, and the 12th Corps had advanced to Laiwu and Tousikou town (Kouzhen). Our local forces and militia carried out active harassment, forcing the enemy to commit the entire 12th Corps to protecting its lines of communication. At this point, the Nationalist forces on the northern front were not only advancing deep into our territory in isolation, but their strength was also fairly dispersed, and considerable internal contradictions existed among the different corps (the 73rd Corps being Chiang’s own direct force, while the 46th and 12th Corps had originally belonged to the Guangxi clique and the Northeastern Army) — conditions favorable to our destroying them piecemeal. On February 10, our forces made their final decision: the 2nd and 3rd Columns would remain behind, disguised as the entire army, adopting a broad-front deployment on the southern front to block the enemy step by step, while the main force moved north in secret at once, seeking to annihilate Li Xianzhou’s army group; at the same time, local armed forces were arranged to press toward Yanzhou, giving the impression that they intended to join forces with Liu Bocheng and Deng Xiaoping’s units, and bridges were built over the canal to give the appearance that our forces intended to cross the canal westward, confusing the enemy and concealing our true intentions; further arrangements were made for work on the northern front, so as to closely coordinate with the military operation.

On the night of February 10, the main force of the East China Field Army moved north in three columns by forced march, planning to reach the area around Laiwu and assemble there by the 16th; the specific tasks of each unit would be determined once the situation had been further clarified.

On February 15, while marching north, our forces determined that the Nationalist 46th Corps remained positioned at Xintai; Li Xianzhou’s headquarters and the 15th and 193rd Divisions of the 73rd Corps were positioned in the Yanzhuang and Hezhuang area; the 12th Corps, with its 111th Division, was positioned at Laiwu, its 112th Division at Tousikou town and the area to its east, and the newly formed 36th Division at Mengyinzhai and Nan and Bei Shidian. Based on the enemy’s dispositions and its internal contradictions, our forces resolved to annihilate first Li Xianzhou’s headquarters together with the 73rd and 12th Corps, then concentrate our full strength to annihilate the 46th Corps, and thereafter advance against the Jiaoji railway. The deployment for the first stage of operations was set as follows: the 1st and 6th Columns would form the left column, attacking and annihilating the enemy in the Laiwu and Tousikou town area and coordinating with the right column’s operations; the 4th and 7th Columns would form the center column, attacking and annihilating the enemy in the Mengyinzhai area; the 8th and 9th Columns would form the right column, attacking and annihilating the enemy in the Yanzhuang area; and the 10th Column would hold Jinyang Pass, blocking any reinforcement from Mingshui and preventing Li Xianzhou’s army group from fleeing north. To strengthen our forces on the northern front, the 2nd Column (less one division) was also transferred north to join the battle. The campaign was scheduled to begin after the 18th.

On the southern front, our forces abandoned Linyi on the 15th (originally planned to occur after fighting broke out on the northern front). That evening, Wang Yaowu, holding Jinan, grew suspicious of our army’s movements; fearing both that we might encircle and annihilate Li Xianzhou’s isolated army group and that Jinan’s own defenses had grown too thin, he ordered Li Xianzhou’s army group to withdraw along its entire front on the 16th. That day, the 46th Corps withdrew from Xintai to Yanzhuang, the 73rd Corps and Li’s headquarters withdrew from Yanzhuang to Laiwu, and the newly formed 36th Division of the 12th Corps withdrew from Mengyinzhai to Tousikou town, with the main force of the corps withdrawing to Mingshui. But Chiang Kai-shek and Chen Cheng, having received a report from their subordinates claiming to have “annihilated 16 Communist brigades on the outskirts of Linyi,” and having discovered through aerial reconnaissance that our forces were building bridges over the canal and that some units were moving west, mistakenly concluded that our forces had abandoned Linyi because we had suffered “enormous casualties and could no longer sustain the fight,” and might be “fleeing” north of the Yellow River. They accordingly issued a stern order to Wang Yaowu to advance south rapidly, securing Xintai and Laiwu, and dispatched forces to Mengyin and Dawenkou to block our army; they also ordered the reorganized 11th and 64th Divisions and other units on the southern front to move west to Lincheng and advance north along the Jinpu railway to encircle our forces. Following Chen Cheng’s orders, Wang Yaowu, on the 17th, again ordered the 46th Corps to reoccupy Xintai, and the 193rd Division of the 73rd Corps to occupy Yanzhuang.

As the enemy on the northern front withdrew, the East China Field Army held to its established resolve, and, before its main force had fully assembled, refrained from alarming the enemy, ordering all units to continue their covert movement toward the predetermined assembly areas. By the 18th, in response to changes in the enemy situation, the original deployment was adjusted as follows: the 1st, 8th, and 9th Columns would attack and annihilate Li Xianzhou’s headquarters at Laiwu and the enemy forces around it; the 4th Column would attack and annihilate the enemy at Yanzhuang; the 6th Column would attack and annihilate the enemy at Tousikou town, after which it would leave part of its force to hold the town while its main force moved east to the Hezhuang area, preparing to strike at any enemy reinforcements from Boshan to the south; the 10th Column, with an independent division attached, would capture Jinyang Pass and rapidly clear the enemy from the Shangyouzhuang area, coordinating with the 6th Column’s attack on Tousikou town; and part of the 7th Column would pin down the 46th Corps, advancing north in relief from Xintai, with the main force of this column serving as the Field Army’s general reserve. In addition, the 2nd Column was ordered to move north by forced march, preparing to relieve the 7th Column of its task of pinning down the 46th Corps. Because of these slight changes in deployment, the campaign was postponed to begin on the evening of the 20th.

No sooner had our deployment been finalized than the Nationalist army discovered, on the 19th, that our main force had moved north and that troops were assembling in the Laiwu and Lucun area. Only now did Chen Cheng and Wang Yaowu conclude that we did indeed intend to encircle and annihilate Li Xianzhou’s army group; in order to avoid being destroyed piecemeal, they hastily ordered the 46th Corps to withdraw from Xintai to Yanzhuang under cover of night, ordered the headquarters of the 73rd Corps, together with the 193rd Division, to withdraw from Yanzhuang to Laiwu, and ordered the 77th Division (under the 73rd Corps), then at Boshan, to move south rapidly to rejoin its parent unit at Laiwu. But by this time our forces had already closed in on every side, and it was too late for the enemy to escape our encirclement; moreover, days of advancing and retreating in quick succession had shaken the enemy’s morale and deepened its internal contradictions.

In light of these developments, our forces once again revised their campaign deployment: one division of the 8th Column would join the 1st Column in attacking Laiwu; the 4th Column would continue attacking Yanzhuang, and, should the enemy there withdraw into Laiwu, would join the 1st Column in attacking Laiwu as well; the 8th and 9th Columns (two divisions each) would rapidly advance to the area near Hezhuang and conceal themselves, annihilating first the enemy’s 77th Division as it moved south to rejoin its unit. So as not to let the enemy detect our deployment prematurely and further consolidate its forces, the ambush of the 77th Division was launched at 3:00 p.m. on the 20th, while the remaining attacks were launched after dusk that same day.

(2) Ambushing and Annihilating the 77th Division, and Encircling the Enemy’s Main Force in the Laiwu Area (February 20–22)

Before dawn on February 20, our 8th Column (less the 24th Division), 9th Column, and the 5th Regiment of the Central Shandong Garrison advanced to the areas on both sides of Hezhuang and Budong village, and made thorough preparations for the ambush. That afternoon, the 77th Division, moving south from Boshan to rejoin its unit, advanced entirely into our prepared killing zone. The 5th Regiment of the Central Shandong Garrison (under the command of the 8th Column) struck at Qingshi Pass, cutting off the enemy’s line of retreat; the 8th and 9th Columns launched a swift and fierce attack, splitting the enemy apart and encircling it, annihilating part of the force. By dusk, the enemy had been forced to fall back into the cramped area between Budong village and Hezhuang to form a defense. At around 8:00 p.m., our forces concentrated superior strength and launched an assault on Budong village and Hezhuang. By dawn on the 21st, after fierce fighting, the enemy force had been annihilated entirely, and our opening battle was a success. A special detachment brigade that had moved south from Boshan to relieve the 77th Division was likewise routed as it reached Qingshi Pass, and part of it was annihilated.

On the afternoon of February 20, when Li Xianzhou learned that the 77th Division had been surrounded, he ordered the 139th Division to move north in relief, but, discovering that our forces had already closed in on the city of Laiwu, he dared not act. At the same time, in order to avoid being destroyed piecemeal, he ordered the 46th Corps to withdraw north from Yanzhuang to Laiwu under cover of night, consolidating his forces. Our forces immediately ordered the 4th and 7th Columns to drive between Laiwu and Yanzhuang, cutting off the enemy’s line of retreat.

Even as our forces were attacking and annihilating the enemy’s 77th Division, our main force also launched an all-out assault along the entire front on the night of the 20th. The 1st Column, after a night of fighting, captured key points on the western and northern outskirts of Laiwu city, while part of the 6th Column broke into Tousikou town that same night; the 10th Column captured Jinyang Pass, annihilating the greater part of the enemy at the surrounding strongpoints, cutting off the enemy’s escape route north to Mingshui, and gaining control of the positions needed to block any relief force advancing from the south. After dawn on the 21st, the enemy forces at Laiwu, under cover of air and artillery support, repeatedly contested key points such as the mining area and Xiaozhu north of the city with our forces, fighting throughout the day, but were finally driven back.

Our 4th and 7th Columns failed to cut off the enemy’s line of retreat from Yanzhuang in time, allowing the enemy’s 46th Corps to withdraw, on the afternoon of the 21st, to the Wujialing area south of Laiwu. The East China Field Army resolved to take advantage of the fact that the enemy’s two corps had not yet fully joined together, splitting and encircling them separately; it accordingly decided that the 1st and 8th Columns would attack the city of Laiwu, while the 2nd, 4th, and 7th Columns would attack Wujialing, with the assault scheduled to begin on the evening of the 22nd. But on the morning of the 22nd, the enemy’s 46th Corps withdrew into Laiwu city and joined forces with the 73rd Corps, and once again occupied the key points of Bucun, the mining area, and Nanbailong on the outskirts of the city. With the enemy’s two corps now concentrated in Laiwu city, our forces judged that the enemy might either hold its position or attempt to break out to the north, and accordingly decided to reorganize the 1st and 7th Columns, together with the 2nd Column (then in the process of advancing), into a western assault group; the 4th and 8th Columns into an eastern assault group; the two divisions of the 6th Column would continue attacking and annihilating the enemy at Tousikou town; and the 18th Division would deploy along the Shantoudian-Cuijiazhuang line south of Tousikou town, blocking any enemy attempt to flee north. It was further determined that, should the enemy hold Laiwu, an all-out assault would be launched from both east and west on the evening of the 23rd; and should the enemy attempt to break out to the north, a pocket-shaped position would be formed in the area between Laiwu and Tousikou town, so as to annihilate the enemy in the course of its flight.

(3) Annihilating the Enemy, Having Abandoned the City to Break Out, in the Course of Its Flight (February 23)

The enemy forces bottled up within Laiwu city, crowded into too small a space, their morale in disarray, were thrown into a state of extreme panic under our army’s crushing encirclement, and argued endlessly over whether to hold the city and await relief or break out to the north; Li Xianzhou could not make up his mind. At this point, Wang Yaowu, worried that Li’s army group, isolated and without hope of relief, would place Jinan and the Jiaoji railway under extreme threat should it be annihilated, ordered Li Xianzhou to lead his forces in a rapid breakout to the north, and required the newly formed 36th Division to hold Tousikou town resolutely, to serve as a base for the northward withdrawal.

At 8:00 a.m. on February 23, the 73rd Corps on the left, the 46th Corps on the right, and Li Xianzhou’s headquarters together with the entire baggage train in the center, advanced together in a breakout to the north. Around 10:00 a.m., the vanguard of the 73rd Corps reached the Gaojiawa area and clashed with the forward pickets of our 1st Column, attempting to seize a flanking position, while its rear guard continued to hold the mining area; the vanguard of the 46th Corps reached the Qincun area and clashed with the forward pickets of our 6th Column, attempting to seize a position on the right flank to cover the main force’s breakout to the north, while its rear guard continued to hold Laiwu. Given this situation, striking too early might cause the enemy to fall back into Laiwu city and dig in, creating a stalemate. Our forces decided to let the enemy advance, and to strike only once its rear elements had cleared the Laiwu and mining-area positions and entered the pocket-shaped position we had prepared in advance.

At noon, the rear elements of Li Xianzhou’s force cleared Laiwu and the mining area, and our forces used part of the 4th and 7th Columns to rapidly seize this position, cutting off the enemy’s route of retreat. Han Liancheng, commander of the 46th Corps, abandoned his command under the persuasion of our army’s enemy-work cadres. At 1:00 p.m., our forces launched a fierce assault on the fleeing enemy. The enemy’s vanguard, having reached the area south of Shantoudian and Cuijiazhuang, met with tenacious resistance from the 18th Division of our 6th Column; the enemy brought its follow-on units forward and attacked with everything it had, attempting to break through our blocking position, but was ultimately unsuccessful. By this point, the enemy could advance no further and had no way to retreat; men, horses, and vehicles were jammed together in a single crowded mass, resisting in confusion where they stood. Our forces took advantage of the enemy’s disarray to drive into its ranks along multiple routes, swiftly crushing its resistance; by around 5:00 p.m., after fierce fighting, the enemy force had been annihilated entirely, apart from Han Jun, commander of the 73rd Corps, who led more than 1,000 men through a gap in our lines at Xiaozhu into Tousikou town. Li Xianzhou, wounded, was taken prisoner alive by units of the 23rd Division under Wang Jianqing of our 8th Column. After fleeing into Kouzhen, Han Jun, together with the remaining enemy troops in the town — more than 5,000 men in all — fled toward Boshan at 9:00 p.m., but upon reaching the Qingshiguan and Hezhuang area were annihilated entirely by our 9th Column, and Han Jun too was taken prisoner.

Having annihilated the enemy at Laiwu, the East China Field Army, in order to expand on this success, ordered the 9th Column that same night (the 23rd) to advance north of Boshan and rapidly surround the enemy at Zhangdian, awaiting the main force’s arrival to annihilate it; the 10th Column was ordered to advance toward Mingshui, so as to cut off the enemy’s route of retreat toward Jinan along the Jiaoji railway. On learning that Li Xianzhou’s army group had been annihilated, Wang Yaowu, fearing that our forces might press their advantage and attack Jinan, likewise ordered, on the night of the 23rd, the 12th Corps and other units on the western section of the Jiaoji railway to retreat to Jinan under cover of night to reinforce the city’s defenses. As a result, the second stage of our campaign plan — to go on to annihilate the enemy’s second-line 12th Corps — could not be realized; but our forces, pressing their advantage, liberated more than ten county towns along the north and south of the western Jiaoji railway, and gained control of more than 200 kilometers of railway.

While the Field Army was annihilating the enemy, local armed forces in Jiaodong, Bohai, and southern Shandong actively launched offensives, pinning down the Nationalist forces along the Jiaoji railway and in southern Shandong, and successively annihilated four battalions of the 8th Corps and the greater part of the 15th Traffic Police Regiment. During the campaign, the Jin-Ji-Lu-Yu Field Army actively pinned down the 5th Corps and the reorganized 72nd, 75th, and 85th Divisions, providing powerful support to the operations of the East China Field Army.

The victory of the Laiwu Campaign shattered the enemy’s plan for a north-south pincer attack against our forces, dealt a blow to the Nationalist army’s arrogant momentum, and deepened its internal contradictions. Wang Yaowu lamented: “The Laiwu Campaign — our losses were catastrophic; a lesson for a hundred years, carved into our very bones.” This victory further strengthened the confidence of our army and people, lifted morale, replenished our own ranks with the great numbers of prisoners taken, and improved our equipment. At the same time, it recovered a vast area of Shandong Province, consolidated our rear base, and created favorable conditions for our forces to win still greater victories.



III. Commentary

The Laiwu Campaign was the first large-scale mobile-warfare campaign our army had ever organized, in which we annihilated a total of some 56,000 enemy troops, comprising three corps and the reorganized 77th Division. This campaign marked a further leap forward in our army’s combat capability, demonstrating that we were now able to successfully organize large-scale mobile-warfare campaigns and annihilate an enemy’s massed force of tens of thousands of men in a single stroke. The operational principles emphasized in Mao Zedong’s military thought — “persisting in luring the enemy in deep, with annihilating the enemy’s effective strength as the primary objective” and “concentrating superior forces to annihilate the enemy piecemeal in the course of mobile warfare” — found full expression in this campaign. This battle case may fairly be called a classic of mobile warfare, one that deserves our careful study, research, and inheritance.

(1) Persisting in Luring the Enemy in Deep, with Annihilating the Enemy’s Effective Strength as the Primary Objective

Before the campaign began, Mao Zedong instructed the East China Field Army to adopt the policy of luring the enemy in deep, noting that the deeper the enemy advanced, the better, and that preparations should be made to abandon Linyi should the need arise. On this basis, when the enemy concentrated its forces for a massive offensive against the liberated areas, our forces first avoided the spearhead of the enemy’s advance, using a portion of our forces to conduct a mobile defense along the front while deliberately abandoning certain cities and localities, luring the enemy forward and forcing it to disperse its strength, while concentrating our main force in a favorable position, concealed and awaiting our opportunity, seeking to annihilate any isolated and exposed enemy force. When the enemy on the southern front, in order to avoid being annihilated piecemeal by our forces, adopted the tactic of “concentrating forces, advancing steadily and solidly, moving forward in step, and avoiding any advance salient,” leaving us with no opportunity to fight for the time being, while the enemy on the northern front had already advanced deep into the heart of central Shandong in isolation, its forces dispersed, our army, guided by the principle that “annihilating the enemy’s effective strength is the primary objective, and wherever the enemy can be annihilated to the benefit of the overall situation, that is where we should fight,” resolutely abandoned Linyi, the capital of the Shandong liberated area, and carried out a large-scale maneuver, rapidly turning its main force toward the northern front and advancing more than 300 li in quick succession, rendering the enemy’s powerful concentration on the southern front useless, and swiftly seizing, where the enemy least expected it, the opportunity to annihilate Li Xianzhou’s isolated army group on the northern front.

(2) Concentrating Superior Forces to Annihilate the Enemy Piecemeal in the Course of Mobile Warfare

Waging battles of annihilation was the basic guiding principle of our army’s operations. In this campaign, our forces consistently held to the principle of “concentrating superior forces to annihilate the enemy piecemeal.” Before the campaign began, the East China Field Army, in accordance with the instructions of the Party Central Military Commission, rapidly concentrated its main forces — previously scattered across central Shandong, southern Shandong, and Jiaodong — at a mobile position, and made use of the intervals between campaigns to rest and reorganize while awaiting opportunities to fight. Once a favorable opportunity was discovered on the northern front, our forces were able to turn north swiftly; apart from one column plus one division, combined with local armed forces, which pinned down the enemy’s various columns on the southern front, our forces concentrated 21 divisions’ worth of superior strength to confront the seven divisions of Li Xianzhou’s army group. In annihilating this army group, our forces likewise adopted the tactic of “concentrating forces and striving to annihilate the enemy piecemeal in the course of mobile warfare.” On February 19, once our forces had learned that the 77th Division, at Boshan, was moving south to rejoin its unit at Laiwu, they first set an ambush with two columns, four divisions, at Hezhuang and Budong village, annihilating the enemy in a single stroke while it was on the move, and winning our opening engagement. Our forces then redeployed, concentrating the superior strength of six columns, sixteen divisions, in a further ambush north of Laiwu on the 22nd, forming a pocket-shaped position. On the 23rd, once the enemy, attempting to break out to the north, had entered the pocket we had prepared for it, our forces swiftly annihilated it in the course of its flight, using the tactic of blocking its head, cutting off its tail, and striking fiercely from both flanks.

(3) Making Skillful Use of Strategic Deception to Create False Impressions in the Enemy’s Mind

Mao Zedong once observed: “False impressions and unpreparedness can cause a side to lose its superiority and the initiative. Deliberately creating false impressions in the enemy’s mind, and attacking where it is unprepared, is a method — and an important one — for creating superiority and seizing the initiative.” In this campaign, our East China forces employed a variety of means to confuse the enemy. Before the main force moved north, the entire army rested and reorganized in place, putting on the outward appearance of preparing to strike at the enemy on the southern front, while at the same time ordering the forces of the Bohai Military Region to cease their harassment of the enemy before them. As the main force moved north, it made use of the mountainous terrain, marching by night and resting by day, moving in complete concealment, keeping the news tightly sealed, and using a portion of its forces to impersonate the entire army, actively blocking the enemy on the southern front. At the same time, local forces and militia were used to press toward Yanzhou, and bridges were built over the canal, giving the appearance of preparing to join forces with the Jin-Ji-Lu-Yu Field Army — effectively deceiving the enemy, concealing our army’s true intentions, and causing the enemy to make mistaken judgments and issue mistaken orders. The enemy first believed that our forces would certainly hold Linyi, and accordingly ordered its forces on the northern front to advance boldly; it then came to believe that our forces intended to abandon Shandong and cross the Yellow River northward from southwestern Shandong, and accordingly ordered Li Xianzhou’s army group, which had already begun to withdraw, to advance south once again, placing this enemy force in an entirely passive position, unable to advance or retreat. By the time the enemy discovered our true intentions, Li Xianzhou’s army group had already been encircled by our forces, unable to advance and with no way to retreat, and was in the end annihilated entirely.

(4) Adjusting the Deployment in Time According to Changes in the Situation

The Laiwu Campaign was a classic example of mobile warfare. One of the notable characteristics of mobile warfare is that circumstances change constantly and time is always pressing. For this reason, keeping abreast of the situation’s development and changes, and revising or modifying one’s plan of operations in a timely manner, is a matter that campaign command must attend to closely. In the course of this campaign, our forces originally resolved to lure and annihilate the enemy on the southern front around Linyi; but once it was discovered that the enemy situation had changed, that no favorable opportunity to annihilate the southern-front enemy was likely to present itself for the time being, and that the enemy on the northern front had advanced deep into our territory in isolation, offering a more certain chance of victory, our forces resolutely changed course and marched north to annihilate the enemy instead. After the main force moved north, the situation on the entire northern front changed rapidly, yet the basic situation of Li Xianzhou’s army group, dispersed across the Laiwu area, did not fundamentally change. Our forces, therefore, on the one hand held firmly to their established resolve to annihilate this enemy force, refusing to be confused by superficial appearances or shaken by any difficulty; and, on the other hand, revised the plan and changed the deployment in a timely manner according to changes in the situation and anticipated developments, ultimately achieving the goal of annihilating this enemy force entirely. Looking back on this campaign afterward, Chen Yi remarked: “This time, our plan of operations was revised as many as seven times before we finally caught him — it was no easy task. One cannot say the enemy was stupid; that simply would not be accurate.”

(5) Extensively Mobilizing the Masses, and Sparing No Effort to Support the Front

In this campaign, our forces made full use of and brought fully into play the favorable conditions of fighting on interior lines within the liberated areas, vigorously organizing local forces and militia to join the fighting and broadly mobilizing the masses to support the front. With our forces — several hundred thousand strong — highly concentrated and maneuvering in great strides, Party and government organizations at every level, under the slogans “everything for victory at the front” and “wherever the Liberation Army fights, our support follows,” mobilized and organized the masses to spare no effort in supporting the front. The number of civilian laborers directly serving the front reached more than 620,000, providing our army with a continuous supply of food and provisions, transporting ammunition forward, escorting the wounded to the rear, and repairing roads, among other tasks. Local forces and militia actively assisted the main force in reconnoitering the enemy, sealing off information, waging extensive sabotage and landmine warfare, harassing and wearing down the enemy day and night, and carrying out political offensives to disintegrate the enemy’s forces. All of this powerfully guaranteed our army’s victory. The brilliant achievement of the people of the Shandong liberated area in supporting the front-line fighting stands as a model for the masses of the entire country in supporting the army and the front. This glorious tradition was carried forward on an even greater scale in the Huaihai and Yangtze-crossing Campaigns in the later stages of the War of Liberation — just as Mao Zedong put it: “When army and people are united as one man, let us see who under heaven can match them.”







	## Chapter 44: The Menglianggu Campaign (May 13–16, 1947)





	## Chapter 45: The Liaoshen Campaign (September 12 – November 2, 1948)



	The Liaoshen Campaign was a strategic, decisive battle of the War of Liberation, in which the People’s Liberation Army’s Northeast Field Army and the forces of the Northeast Military Region sealed Wei Lihuang’s Nationalist army group within the borders of the Northeast and annihilated it piecemeal in western Liaoning Province and the Shenyang and Changchun areas. It was one of the three decisive campaigns of the War of Liberation. The campaign began on September 12, 1948 and ended in victory on November 2, lasting 52 days in all; in the course of it, more than 472,000 enemy troops were annihilated, achieving the great victory of liberating the entire Northeast and creating extremely favorable conditions for accelerating the liberation of the whole country.



	### I. Background of the Operation and the Intentions of Both Sides



	After the People’s Liberation Army shifted onto the strategic offensive in the second half of 1947, a year of fighting on both interior and exterior lines had annihilated large numbers of Nationalist troops, pushing the main theater of war from the liberated areas into Nationalist-controlled territory and directly threatening Nanjing and Shanghai, the Nationalists’ political and economic centers. By July 1948, the total strength of the Nationalist army had fallen from the 4.3 million with which it began the war to 3.65 million, of which 1.98 million were regular troops, and only 1.74 million were available for front-line combat. Although the Nationalist army still held a temporary advantage in numbers and equipment at this time, its main strategic force groupings had already been split apart by our forces across five separate theaters, centered on Shenyang, Beiping, Xi’an, Wuhan, and Xuzhou, leaving it strategically on the defensive. The total strength of the People’s Liberation Army, meanwhile, had grown from the more than 1.2 million with which it began the war to 2.8 million, including 1.49 million in the field armies, whose weapons and equipment were steadily improving and whose combat experience was growing ever richer, giving them the capacity to conduct large-scale mobile warfare and positional warfare, and, in particular, to assault fortified cities. The various liberated areas had by now joined into a single connected whole, capable of supporting one another directly at the strategic level.



	On the Northeast front, the People’s Liberation Army, through three large-scale offensive campaigns in the summer, autumn, and winter of 1947, annihilated more than 388,000 Nationalist troops in all and expanded the liberated area by 307,000 square kilometers. Following the winter offensive, our forces underwent expansion and reorganization. By August 1948, total strength had reached 1.03 million. Of these, the field forces comprised 12 infantry columns, 1 artillery column, 1 railway column, 15 independent divisions, and 3 cavalry divisions — 54 divisions, 700,000 men, in all — with a further 330,000 men in local forces (including second-line replacement corps). Equipment had also improved considerably, with more than 1,600 light guns, 660 heavy guns, and 116 anti-aircraft guns now in hand. Every unit carried out large-scale training and the new-style army reorganization movement, greatly raising military and political quality. By this time, 97 percent of the land and 86 percent of the population of the Northeast had been liberated, land reform was essentially complete, the liberated areas had been further consolidated, industrial and agricultural production — particularly military production — had developed rapidly, and manpower and material resources were comparatively abundant.



	Wei Lihuang, the Nationalist army’s Commander-in-Chief for “Bandit Suppression” in the Northeast, found his forces in a difficult position after suffering repeated blows from the People’s Liberation Army. Although his total strength still numbered 550,000, it had been split apart and compressed into three mutually unconnected areas — Shenyang, Changchun, and Jinzhou. Because certain sections of the Beiping-Shenyang railway and the port of Yingkou had already come under the control of the People’s Liberation Army, land communications from Changchun and Shenyang toward Shanhaiguan and the interior had been cut off, leaving supply entirely dependent on airlift, and material provisions were scarce. This caused the Nationalist high command deep concern. In order to preserve its strength, it had considered abandoning Changchun and Shenyang, opening the Beiping-Shenyang railway, and withdrawing its main force to Jinzhou, so as to be able to redeploy it to the North China or Central China front as opportunity allowed. But fearing the serious political and military consequences this might bring, it dared not act rashly, and remained caught in a state of indecision between withdrawal and holding its ground.



	The overall situation showed that the balance of strength between the two sides on the Northeast front had undergone a fundamental shift: the military and economic strength of the People’s Liberation Army had already surpassed that of the Nationalist army, and the conditions for a decisive battle favorable to the People’s Liberation Army had fully matured.



	The Nationalist Army’s Intentions and Deployment



	Relying on his numerical advantage in troops and on American military aid, Chiang Kai-shek, in a desperate attempt to salvage his crumbling reactionary rule, decided in August 1948 to implement a so-called policy of “concentrated defense,” contracting his lines, merging pacification zones, concentrating his forces, and holding firmly to important strategic points and lines, while at the same time organizing powerful army groups for mobile operations. In terms of overall strategic guidance, he was prepared to withdraw from the Northeast and secure Central China instead, but remained hesitant and undecided, planning to hold the Northeast until the end of October so as to observe how the situation developed before making a final decision.



	Wei Lihuang’s Nationalist army group under the Northeast “Bandit Suppression” Headquarters comprised 14 corps, 44 divisions, 550,000 men in all, bottled up in the three mutually unconnected areas of Changchun, Shenyang, and Jinzhou; apart from Jinzhou, both Shenyang and Changchun were surrounded on every side.



	The Changchun area: held by the Nationalist 1st Army Group, comprising two corps, six divisions, and other armed forces, some 100,000 men in all, commanded by Zheng Dongguo, Deputy Commander-in-Chief of the Northeast “Bandit Suppression” Headquarters and concurrently commander of the 1st Army Group. This force relied on airlifted supplies and held the isolated city of Changchun to the death, hoping to pin down the mobility of our main force.



	The Shenyang area: held by the Nationalist 8th and 9th Army Groups, comprising eight corps, 24 divisions, and units directly subordinate to the Northeast “Bandit Suppression” Headquarters, 300,000 men in all, under the direct command of Wei Lihuang, Commander-in-Chief of the Northeast “Bandit Suppression” Headquarters. This force controlled Shenyang and the surrounding areas of Tieling, Fushun, Benxi, Liaoyang, and Xinmin, and formed the nerve center of the enemy’s last-ditch resistance in the Northeast, prepared to maneuver at any time in support of Changchun or Jinzhou.



	The Jinzhou area: held by the Jinzhou Command Post of the Northeast “Bandit Suppression” Headquarters, comprising the 6th Army Group and four corps, fourteen divisions, 150,000 men in all, commanded by Fan Hanjie, Deputy Commander-in-Chief of the Northeast “Bandit Suppression” Headquarters and concurrently Director of the Jinzhou Command Post. This force was distributed along the line from Yixian to Qinhuangdao, with one division at Yixian and seven divisions between Jinxi and Qinhuangdao. This line formed the strategic point of connection between the Northeast and North China, and was the land hub upon which the Nationalist forces in the Northeast depended for their movements and for reinforcement and resupply from within the pass.



	In addition, two squadrons of the 1st Air Force District, stationed at Shenyang, with 45 aircraft, took part in the fighting. Moreover, two divisions of the 13th Corps under the North China “Bandit Suppression” Headquarters defended the Chengde area, while four divisions, including the 62nd Corps, were positioned along the line from Tangshan to Changli, linking up with and supporting Fan Hanjie’s forces in the Jinzhou area. The 2nd Air Force District, stationed at Beiping, was likewise tasked with supporting operations in the Northeast.



	The Nationalist forces in the Northeast adopted a policy of concentrating their forces and defending key points, their basic principle being not to abandon Shenyang while simultaneously preparing for withdrawal. On August 25, in accordance with Chiang Kai-shek’s intentions, the Ministry of Defense drew up a plan to open north-south communications through Shenyang, but Wei Lihuang did not agree with it. On September 11, Liao Yaoxiang proposed instead: abandoning Jinzhou, holding the area west of Jinxi and Huludao, dismantling the Shenyang-Jinzhou railway, redirecting the forces at Jinzhou to Shenyang, opening the sea route through Yingkou, and bringing the Changchun forces back to Shenyang — a plan for a gradual withdrawal from the Northeast by way of Shenyang and Yingkou. On September 14, Chiang Kai-shek approved this plan. But by then the Liaoshen Campaign had already begun on September 12, and it was already too late for the Nationalist army to carry it out.



	The Northeast Field Army’s Operational Policy and Deployment



	The Party Central Committee and Mao Zedong, taking advantage of the Nationalist army’s strategic hesitation and indecision, resolved to direct their strategic decisive battle first at the Northeast front, where the situation was extremely favorable to our forces, and to annihilate Wei Lihuang’s army group there. They further required our forces to strengthen conventional warfare and large-formation operations, to dare to fight unprecedented battles of annihilation, to capture the Nationalist army’s heavily fortified major cities, and to destroy the enemy’s powerful strategic army groups one by one.



	In order to achieve the strategic goal of annihilating Wei Lihuang’s army group, the Party Central Committee had, as early as February 7, 1948, telegraphed instructions to Lin Biao, Commander and Political Commissar of the Northeast Field Army, that, once the winter offensive had concluded, the main force should move south to the section of the Beiping-Shenyang railway between Jinzhou and Tangshan, sealing Wei Lihuang’s army group within the Northeast and annihilating it piecemeal. Lin Biao, however, had many misgivings, wavering between attacking Changchun and moving south to fight, and it was not until July 20 that he first settled on the resolve to move south and fight along the Beiping-Shenyang line. But by August, he still had not finalized his deployment for the southward campaign, citing the serious enemy situation and supply difficulties near the Beiping-Shenyang railway. After being criticized by the Party Central Military Commission, Lin Biao, on September 3, resolved to fight southward along the Beiping-Shenyang line, and settled on the basic deployment for the Liaoshen Campaign. On September 5, the Party Central Military Commission approved the Northeast Field Army’s campaign plan, and on September 7 it issued instructions on the Northeast’s operational policy, emphasizing that it was necessary to resolve to capture the three points of Jin(zhou), Yu(guan) (Shanhaiguan), and Tang(shan) and gain full control of this line, disregarding the enemy forces at Changchun and Shenyang entirely; that it was necessary to resolve to fight unprecedented battles of annihilation, daring to engage Wei Lihuang’s army group in battle even should it come to the relief of the besieged forces; and that the operational plan must be reconsidered accordingly, with preparations made for military supplies and the handling of prisoners of war.



	On September 10, Lin Biao, Commander of the Northeast Field Army, and Luo Ronghuan, Political Commissar, drew up a plan of operations based on the operational policy set by the Party Central Military Commission and the disposition of the Nationalist forces in the Northeast, further clarifying the campaign deployment: in the first step, our forces would annihilate, through surprise assaults, the enemy at every point along the Beiping-Shenyang railway except Shanhaiguan, Jinzhou, and Jinxi, cutting off the Nationalist army’s communications between the Northeast and the interior; in the second step, our forces would concentrate to capture Jinzhou and strike at any relief force. The deployment was as follows: the 3rd, 4th, 7th, 8th, 9th, and 11th Columns, together with the main force of the Artillery Column, the 5th Division of the 2nd Column, the Independent 4th, 6th, and 8th Divisions of the Ji-Cha-Re-Liao Military Region, and a cavalry division, would sortie against the section of the Beiping-Shenyang railway between Jinzhou and Tangshan, capturing Jinzhou and cutting off the Nationalist forces in the Northeast from the interior; the 12th Column and the Independent 5th, 7th, 8th, 9th, 10th, and 11th Divisions, together with one regiment of the Artillery Column and the 2nd Cavalry Division of the Inner Mongolia Military Region, would continue to besiege Changchun, preventing the defending garrison from escaping to Shenyang; and the 1st, 5th, 10th, and 6th Columns, together with the Independent 2nd Division and the 1st Cavalry Division of the Inner Mongolia Military Region, would concentrate respectively between Shenyang and Changchun and in the Zhangwu and Xinlitun area, preparing to intercept any Nationalist forces breaking out from Changchun or sallying from Shenyang in relief.



	In support of the Liaoshen Campaign, the Party Central Military Commission ordered the North China 3rd and 2nd Army Groups to launch the Chahar-Suiyuan Campaign on September 14, and the East China Field Army to launch the Jinan Campaign on September 16, so as to prevent the Nationalist forces in North and East China from reinforcing the Northeast.



	### II. Course of the Operation



	Phase One: The Sortie Against the Beiping-Shenyang Railway, the Capture of Jinzhou, and the Liberation of Changchun (September 12 – October 19)



	On September 12, Cheng Zihua, Commander of the Northeast Field Army’s 2nd Army Group, and Huang Kecheng, Political Commissar, directed the 11th Column, three independent divisions of the Ji-Cha-Re-Liao Military Region, and a cavalry division to sortie from Jianchangying and other locations against the section of the Beiping-Shenyang railway between Luanxian and Xingcheng, capturing Changli and Beidaihe by the 17th, and Suizhong by the 28th, then surrounding Xingcheng — drawing the Nationalist 54th Corps at Jinxi south in relief. The 4th and 9th Columns set out from Tai’an and Beizhen respectively, and surrounded Yixian on the 16th. The 3rd Column, the 5th Division of the 2nd Column, and part of the Artillery Column were transported by rail from Xi’an (present-day Liaoyuan), Siping, and other locations, reaching the vicinity of Yixian around the 20th, relieving the 4th and 9th Columns of their task of besieging Yixian. On the 25th, the 9th Column, in coordination with the 8th Column advancing south from west of Siping, captured Gewenbei and Mao’er Mountain, key points north of Jinzhou, annihilating the greater part of two regiments of the 93rd Corps’ provisional 22nd Division. On the 27th, the 7th Column, advancing south from the Siping area, with the assistance of part of the 9th Column, captured Gaoqiao and Xihaikou south of Jinzhou, while the 12th Division of the 4th Column occupied Tashan, splitting apart the garrisons of Jinzhou and Jinxi. On the 28th, the Artillery Column sealed off the Jinzhou airfield with artillery fire, cutting off the Nationalist army’s airlift. On the 29th, the 4th Column bypassed Jinzhou and captured Xingcheng. On October 1, the 3rd Column and the 5th Division of the 2nd Column, with the assistance of the main force of the Artillery Column, captured Yixian, annihilating the 93rd Corps’ provisional 20th Division entirely. In the fighting at Yixian, Zhu Rui, commander of the Northeast Field Army’s Artillery Column, was killed. By this point, the land communications between the two great Nationalist strategic groupings in the Northeast and North China had been severed, and Jinzhou, this strategic key point, had become an isolated city. At the same time, the Northeast Field Army’s 1st, 5th, 6th, and 10th Columns and the main force of the 2nd Column, which had been monitoring the garrisons at Shenyang and Changchun, moved south under cover from Jiutai, Siping, Qingyuan, and Kaiyuan respectively, reaching the area northwest of Xinmin and north of Jinzhou in succession by mid-September, where they awaited their opportunity. The 12th Column, together with six independent divisions and the 2nd Cavalry Division of the Inner Mongolia Military Region, under the command of Xiao Jingguang, commander of the 1st Army Group, and Xiao Hua, political commissar, continued to besiege Changchun.



	At this point, Chiang Kai-shek and Wei Lihuang finally recognized that the Northeast Field Army might be launching an offensive along the Beiping-Shenyang railway and might attempt a full-scale assault on Jinzhou, and grew deeply concerned about the situation. To relieve the danger at Jinzhou, Chiang Kai-shek traveled to Shenyang on October 2, and made the following deployment: he urgently transferred the 17th Army Group, commanding the 62nd Corps, two divisions of the 39th Corps, one division of the 92nd Corps, and the Independent 95th Division, by sea to Huludao; combined with the four divisions already in the Jinxi area, this formed an “Eastward Advance Army Group” of eleven divisions in all, commanded by Hou Jingru, commander of the 17th Army Group, tasked with relieving Jinzhou. He also formed the newly organized 1st, 3rd, and 6th Corps at Shenyang, together with the main forces of the 71st and 49th Corps — eleven divisions plus three cavalry brigades in all — into a “Westward Advance Army Group,” commanded by Liao Yaoxiang, commander of the 9th Army Group, which would first attack Zhangwu and Xinlitun to its south, cutting off the Northeast Field Army’s rear supply lines, and then advance through Fuxin toward Yixian, joining the “Eastward Advance Army Group” in a pincer attack on the main force of the Northeast Field Army besieging Jinzhou. Fan Hanjie’s force would continue to hold Jinzhou firmly, while Zheng Dongguo’s force at Changchun would watch for an opportunity to break out toward Shenyang. On October 2, Lin Biao briefly considered turning his main force back to attack Changchun. On the 3rd, Lin Biao and Luo Ronghuan telegraphed the Party Central Military Commission, expressing their resolve to “continue the attack on Jinzhou” after all, and adjusted their deployment, preparing to concentrate 16 divisions and the main force of the Artillery Column — 250,000 men in all — to attack and annihilate the enemy at Jinzhou.



	Jinzhou formed the vital chokepoint of overland communications both inside and outside Shanhaiguan. The city was ringed by mountains, with the Xiaoling and Nü’er Rivers flowing to its south — terrain of considerable strategic value. The Nationalist forces made use of the high ground on the city’s outskirts, building a series of independent, reinforced-concrete strongpoints to serve as outlying positions; their main line of defense rested on the Xiaoling and Nü’er Rivers and the city walls; and the buildings within the city itself formed the core position. Their defensive deployment was as follows: the headquarters of the 6th Army Group, together with its special-arms units, was positioned within Jinzhou city; the 93rd Corps’ provisional 22nd Division defended the area north of the Xiaoling River, west of the city wall, while its provisional 18th Division defended the area north of Jinzhou; the newly organized 8th Corps’ 88th Division defended the area around the western airfield, its provisional 55th Division defended the southwest of Jinzhou city, and its provisional 54th Division was positioned in the southeast of the city; the 184th Division defended Dongguan and Zijing Mountain; and the 79th Division (two regiments) of the 49th Corps, airlifted to Jinzhou from Shenyang, took over the defense of part of the high ground on the outskirts of the city. On the night of October 4, the Northeast Field Army’s Jinzhou assault forces were organized into three assault groups: the 2nd and 3rd Columns, the 17th Division of the 6th Column, and the main force of the Artillery Column, with 15 tanks attached, formed the northern assault group, delivering the main assault from north and northwest to south; the 7th and 9th Columns, together with part of the Artillery Column, formed the southern assault group, with the 8th Column and artillery attached from the 1st Column forming the eastern assault group, delivering supporting assaults from south to north and from east to west respectively. In addition, the 2nd Army Group commanded the 4th and 11th Columns and two independent divisions of the Ji-Cha-Re-Liao Military Region to hold the Tashan area, controlling the coastal corridor between Jinzhou and Jinxi and blocking the “Eastward Advance Army Group”; the main force of the 1st Column advanced to the Gaoqiao area to serve as the campaign’s general reserve; the main forces of the 5th and 6th Columns, the 3rd Division of the 1st Column, the Independent 2nd Division, and the 1st Cavalry Division of the Inner Mongolia Military Region were positioned southeast of Zhangwu, luring the “Westward Advance Army Group” northward and coordinating with the 10th Column to block it east of Xinlitun, preventing it from directly relieving Jinzhou; the 12th Column, previously deployed toward Changchun, was transferred south to Tongjiangkou, west of Kaiyuan, to be redeployed to the southern front as opportunity allowed; five further independent divisions were transferred to the Changchun front, and, together with the six divisions already besieging the city and the 2nd Cavalry Division of the Inner Mongolia Military Region — twelve divisions in all — continued, under the command of the 1st Army Group, to besiege Changchun.



	On October 8, the Nationalist army’s “Westward Advance Army Group” began advancing west in separate columns from Xinmin and Liaozhong. The Northeast Field Army used the main forces of the 5th and 6th Columns to conduct a mobile defense in the area southeast of Zhangwu, luring the enemy toward the northwest; and used the 10th Column and the 3rd Division of the 1st Column, in the area east of Xinlitun, to resolutely block it from reinforcing Jinzhou. By the 13th, the “Westward Advance Army Group” had advanced to occupy the area of Zhangwu and east of Xinlitun, cutting off the railway supply line of the Northeast Field Army and attempting to lure the forces besieging Jinzhou into turning back in relief. The “Eastward Advance Army Group” began, on the 10th, launching a series of fierce assaults on Tashan with three to five divisions, under cover of naval and air firepower, attempting to force open a route to relieve Jinzhou.



	The 4th Column, in close coordination with the 11th Column and the Independent 4th and 6th Divisions, held firm to its field positions, combining tenacious defense with counterattacks in front of its own lines; after six days and nights of fierce fighting, it repelled dozens of assaults by the “Eastward Advance Army Group,” annihilating more than 6,000 of the enemy, holding the Tashan position, securing the flank and rear of the forces besieging Jinzhou, and winning valuable time for the capture of Jinzhou. On October 9, the Northeast Field Army’s Jinzhou assault forces, secured by the blocking forces on the eastern and western flanks of the city, launched the Battle of Jinzhou, first engaging in fighting around the outskirts; by the 13th, they had gained control of the favorable terrain on the outskirts of Jinzhou. At 10:00 a.m. on the 14th, the various assault groups launched an all-out assault on the city of Jinzhou, first concentrating fierce artillery fire to destroy the city walls and the defenders’ fortifications nearby, opening a breach. Around 11:00 a.m., the northern and southern assault groups, under cover of artillery fire and with tank support, launched a fierce charge and quickly broke into the city. The eastern assault group then breached the city wall as well. Before dawn on the 15th, the various assault forces converged within Jinzhou city, annihilating the Jinzhou Command Post of the Northeast “Bandit Suppression” Headquarters and the headquarters of the 6th Army Group; only about 10,000 defenders remained, holding out in the old city of Jinzhou. At noon that day, the 7th Column and part of the 2nd Column attacked the old city, annihilating the defending garrison entirely by 6:00 p.m. The Battle of Jinzhou annihilated more than 100,000 defenders in all, and took nearly 90,000 prisoners, including Fan Hanjie and those under his command, completely sealing off the Nationalist forces in the Northeast from any overland route of withdrawal into the interior.



	Under the influence of our victory at Jinzhou and our powerful political offensive, Zeng Zesheng, commander of the 60th Corps defending Changchun, led his forces in an uprising on the 17th, and the besieging forces took over the eastern half of Changchun. On the 19th, Li Hong, commander of the newly organized 7th Corps, led his forces in surrender, and Changchun was peacefully liberated. On the 21st, Zheng Dongguo led his army group headquarters in laying down its arms.



	Phase Two: The Battle of Western Liaoning, and the Encirclement and Annihilation of the Nationalist Army’s “Westward Advance Army Group” (October 20–28)



	After the fall of Jinzhou and the uprising of the 60th Corps at Changchun, Chiang Kai-shek flew to Shenyang for the third time, on October 18, to arrange a general withdrawal. He judged that the Northeast Field Army had suffered heavy casualties in its assault on Jinzhou and would need more than a month to rest and reorganize before it could fight again; he accordingly ordered the “Westward Advance Army Group” to advance south from Zhangwu and other locations through Heishan and Dahu Mountain, retaking Jinzhou with the support of the “Eastward Advance Army Group,” and then to cover the withdrawal of the Shenyang garrison along the Beiping-Shenyang railway into the interior; he also transferred the 3rd Brigade of the 207th Division and the heavy artillery and armored units at Shenyang to the “Westward Advance Army Group,” to strengthen its offensive capability, while the 8th Army Group continued to hold Shenyang firmly. He also ordered the 52nd Corps (comprising the 2nd and 25th Divisions) to move south from Liaoyang and seize Yingkou, so that, should the “Westward Advance Army Group’s” advance be blocked, it could instead withdraw by way of Yingkou together with the Shenyang garrison, by sea. Fearing that Wei Lihuang might not carry out his orders, Chiang Kai-shek appointed Du Yuming, Deputy Commander-in-Chief of the Xuzhou “Bandit Suppression” Headquarters, as Deputy Commander-in-Chief of the Northeast “Bandit Suppression” Headquarters and concurrently Commander of the Ji-Re-Liao Border Area, to direct the withdrawal operation.



	On October 18, Lin Biao and Luo Ronghuan learned that part of the “Westward Advance Army Group” had already occupied Xinlitun and continued to advance south, and judged that the enemy at Shenyang might be about to carry out a general withdrawal by way of Jinzhou; they accordingly adopted a policy of luring the enemy in deep, preparing to fight a great battle of annihilation in the Xinlitun-Heishan-Gouban’zi area (northeast of Jinzhou) in western Liaoning, and to annihilate the retreating Nationalist forces piecemeal. On the 20th, Lin Biao and Luo Ronghuan settled on their deployment for the Battle of Western Liaoning, adopting the tactic of blocking the enemy’s head, holding onto its tail, striking its center, and splitting apart and encircling it in order to annihilate the “Westward Advance Army Group”: the 2nd, 3rd, 7th, 8th, and 9th Columns in the Jinzhou area, together with the main force of the 1st Column, the 17th Division of the 6th Column, and the Artillery Column, would immediately advance rapidly under cover toward Xinlitun, Dahu Mountain, and Heishan, swinging around from both sides to surround the “Westward Advance Army Group”; the 5th Column would move from southwest of Zhangwu to the area northeast of Fuxin, while the main force of the 6th Column remained positioned northeast of Zhangwu; the 10th Column, the 3rd Division of the 1st Column, and the 1st Cavalry Division of the Inner Mongolia Military Region would withdraw from northeast of Xinlitun to the Heishan-Dahu Mountain line, organizing a tenacious defense to block the “Westward Advance Army Group’s” advance to the southwest, buying time for the main force to arrive and complete the encirclement; and the 4th and 11th Columns and other units would continue to block the “Eastward Advance Army Group” at Tashan; part of the 11th Column, together with the Independent 4th and 6th Divisions, staged a feint toward Shanhaiguan, creating the impression that the Field Army’s main force intended to enter the interior; the 1st Army Group commanded the 12th Column and five independent divisions, together with the 2nd Cavalry Division of the Inner Mongolia Military Region, to move south from Changchun into the Tieling and Tongjiangkou area, pinning down the garrison at Shenyang; and the Independent 2nd Division rushed from Liaoyang to Yingkou, cutting off the Nationalist army’s route of retreat by sea.



	On October 21, the Nationalist army’s “Westward Advance Army Group,” under air cover, advanced south from Xinlitun and, by the 23rd, reached the Heishan and Dahu Mountain area, where it met with our blocking forces. On the 24th, Liao Yaoxiang, commanding two divisions of the 71st Corps, one division each of the newly organized 6th Corps, and the 3rd Brigade of the 207th Division, launched a fierce assault on the Heishan and Dahu Mountain positions, backed by more than 200 heavy guns and more than 200 aircraft sorties, attempting to seize a route of escape to the south. Its main line of attack was directed at the positions held by the 28th Division of our 10th Column, along the line from Gaojiatun to Shitou Mountain east of Heishan. The 10th Column and other units fought a tenacious blocking action at Heishan, and after three days and nights of fierce fighting finally held their positions, blocking the “Westward Advance Army Group’s” advance and buying time for the Northeast Field Army’s main force to move east from Jinzhou. At this point, the 1st, 2nd, 3rd, and 8th Columns had already advanced to the Beizhen area, threatening the right flank of the “Westward Advance Army Group”; combined with its prolonged failure to break through at Heishan and Dahu Mountain, Liao Yaoxiang was forced to abandon his plan to advance on Jinzhou, and prepared instead to cross the Liao River at Tai’an and withdraw to Yingkou. The Northeast Field Army immediately used the 7th and 8th Columns to swing around the enemy’s right flank and rear, joining the 5th and 6th Columns in a pincer attack; the 1st, 2nd, 3rd, and 10th Columns struck from the front, employing tactics of simultaneous encirclement and division to seek the annihilation of the “Westward Advance Army Group”; and the Independent 2nd Division advanced rapidly from north of Yingkou toward the Tai’an area, cutting off the enemy’s line of retreat. On the 25th, as part of the 49th Corps, the vanguard of the “Westward Advance Army Group,” reached the area northwest of Tai’an, it was intercepted by the Independent 2nd Division, which had rushed north swiftly. At the same time, the 7th and 8th Columns successively drove in between Dahu Mountain and Tai’an, blocking the “Westward Advance Army Group’s” route of escape to the south. Seeing that withdrawal to Yingkou was now hopeless, Liao Yaoxiang urgently ordered his forces to withdraw toward Shenyang instead. The 6th and 5th Columns moved south from the Zhangwu and Fuxin area, driving in west of Xinmin and Shenyang respectively on the 25th and 26th, cutting off the “Westward Advance Army Group’s” route of retreat to Xinmin and Shenyang; the remaining columns advanced rapidly eastward along multiple routes from the Heishan and Dahu Mountain area, ultimately surrounding the main force of the “Westward Advance Army Group” — nine divisions — in the area on both sides of the road east of Heishan, and surrounding a further three divisions in the area east of Dahu Mountain. Liao Yaoxiang sternly ordered his forces to break out, but without success. On the 26th, the Northeast Field Army launched a converging assault on the “Westward Advance Army Group” within an area of roughly 120 square kilometers east of Heishan and Dahu Mountain and west of the Raoyang River, carrying out a large-scale battle of encirclement and annihilation. That night, the 7th Division of the 3rd Column annihilated the headquarters of the “Westward Advance Army Group,” and every column seized the opportunity to drive fiercely into the enemy’s depth, splitting it apart and annihilating it. After fierce fighting that lasted until the morning of the 28th, the army group headquarters, together with five corps headquarters and twelve divisions (brigades) — more than 100,000 men in all — was annihilated entirely, including the main force of the newly organized 1st Corps and the entirety of the newly organized 6th Corps, both counted among the Nationalist army’s so-called “Five Main Forces”; the commanders of the newly organized 6th Corps and the 49th and 71st Corps were taken prisoner. Liao Yaoxiang disguised himself and fled to Beizhen, but was eventually captured. The complete annihilation of the Nationalist army’s “Westward Advance Army Group” marked the decisive victory of the Liaoshen Campaign.



	However, because Lin Biao failed to resolutely carry out the instruction to control Yingkou, the port was seized by the Nationalist 52nd Corps on the 24th, ahead of our own forces.



	Phase Three: The Capture of Shenyang and Yingkou, and the Liberation of the Entire Northeast (October 29 – November 2)



	After the annihilation of the “Westward Advance Army Group,” Wei Lihuang sensed that the situation was already lost, and transferred the reorganized 53rd Division of the newly organized 1st Corps and the 1st and 2nd Brigades of the Youth Army’s 207th Division, which had been holding outlying strongpoints around Shenyang, into the city itself to strengthen its defenses. He himself hastily fled by air on October 30. Zhou Fucheng, commander of the 8th Army Group, took unified command of the 53rd Corps’ two divisions, two brigades of the 207th Division, one division of the newly organized 1st Corps, four garrison corps (equivalent to divisions), the remnants of three cavalry brigades, and local security forces — some 140,000 men in all — intending to continue resisting, or to withdraw by sea via Yingkou as opportunity allowed. In order to annihilate the remnants of Wei Lihuang’s army group entirely, the Party Central Military Commission telegraphed instructions to the Northeast Field Army on October 27: a strong army group (no fewer than three columns) was to advance east by forced march day and night, cross the Liao River, and annihilate the enemy in the Yingkou and Haicheng area, blocking the enemy’s route of escape by sea. Lin Biao and Luo Ronghuan accordingly ordered the 12th Column, then near Tieling, to swing around to the southwest of Shenyang and capture Sujiatun after annihilating the 116th Division of the 53rd Corps at Tieling; the five independent divisions in the Kaiyuan area, together with the 2nd Cavalry Division of the Inner Mongolia Military Region, pressed toward the eastern and northern outskirts of Shenyang; the Independent 14th Division, after capturing Benxi, advanced toward the southern outskirts of Shenyang; and the 1st and 2nd Columns advanced east through Xinmin and Liaozhong toward the western outskirts of Shenyang. By the 31st, our forces had surrounded Shenyang on every side. The 9th Column drove straight for Yingkou by way of west of Haicheng; the 7th and 8th Columns and the Independent 2nd Division advanced through Liaozhong to capture Liaoyang and Anshan, cutting the route between Shenyang and Yingkou, and then pressed on toward Yingkou.



	In the early hours of November 1, the Northeast Field Army launched an all-out assault on the Nationalist forces within Shenyang city. The 1st and 2nd Columns attacked from the west and northwest; the 12th Column attacked from south to north; and the 1st Army Group commanded its independent divisions in an attack from due east and the northeast. By dawn, our forces had broken through the defenders’ first line of positions. Apart from the 207th Division, which offered some resistance, the remaining defending forces, under military pressure and political persuasion, laid down their arms and surrendered in large numbers. On the 2nd, the Northeast Field Army occupied Shenyang, the largest industrial city in the Northeast, annihilating the Nationalist army’s Northeast “Bandit Suppression” Headquarters, together with one army group headquarters, two corps headquarters, six divisions, three cavalry brigades, and four garrison corps — 134,000 men in all — and captured Zhou Fucheng, commander of the 8th Army Group.



	Even as Shenyang was being liberated, the 9th Column and the Independent 2nd Division crossed the Liao River eastward and pressed toward Yingkou by forced march, day and night. They reached the outskirts of Yingkou on October 31, forming a semicircular encirclement of the port. On November 1, part of the Nationalist 52nd Corps, covering the withdrawal of its main force by sea, launched seven counterattacks against the 9th Column, with two regiments briefly breaking into the 9th Column’s positions, but both were driven back. The 7th and 8th Columns, having occupied Liaoyang, Anshan, and Haicheng on October 31, likewise pressed directly toward Yingkou. On the morning of the 2nd, the 9th Column, with the assistance of the Independent 2nd Division, launched an assault, and after three hours of fierce fighting captured Yingkou, annihilating more than 14,000 defenders and destroying one transport ship and 22 military cargo vessels. The headquarters of the 52nd Corps and the 25th Division, more than 10,000 men in all, escaped by ship. The Nationalist forces at Jinxi and Huludao, which had not dared to move north in relief while the “Westward Advance Army Group” was being surrounded and annihilated, likewise withdrew by sea on the 9th, once Shenyang had fallen. The Northeast Field Army occupied Jinxi and Huludao on the 10th, and recovered Chengde on the 12th. With this, the Liaoshen Campaign came to a victorious conclusion, and the entire Northeast was liberated.



	In this campaign, the Northeast Field Army and the forces of the Northeast Military Region, with the powerful support of the various People’s Liberation Army forces within the pass, annihilated the Nationalist army’s Northeast “Bandit Suppression” Headquarters, together with four subordinate army group headquarters, eleven corps headquarters, thirty-six divisions, and local security units — more than 472,000 men in all — at a cost of only some 69,000 casualties of our own, capturing 4,709 artillery pieces of every type, 16 aircraft, 76 tanks, and 2,170 motor vehicles, together with the entirety of the Nationalist army’s arsenals and military supplies in the Northeast.



	### III. Commentary



	The victory of the Liaoshen Campaign brought about a fundamental transformation in the military situation across the entire country. After the campaign, the total strength of the Nationalist army had fallen to roughly 2.9 million, while our own forces had grown to more than 3 million — a shift, in both numbers and quality, from a position of inferiority to one of superiority. Mao Zedong described this transformation as “a sign that the success of the Chinese revolution and the realization of peace in China are now drawing near,” and estimated that “within about another year, it may well be possible to overthrow the reactionary Nationalist government at its very root.” The liberation of the entire territory of the Northeast, together with its 37 million compatriots, allowed the Northeast Field Army to become a powerful strategic mobile force of the People’s Liberation Army, and turned the Northeast region into a solid and reliable strategic rear base from which the People’s Liberation Army could go on to win the War of Liberation. The victory of the Liaoshen Campaign enriched and developed Mao Zedong’s military thought on strategic decisive battle, and holds within it valuable historical lessons.



	(1) Choosing Jinzhou as the Main Direction of the Campaign Was the Key to the Swift Liberation of the Northeast



	The Liaoshen Campaign was the first of the three greatest campaigns of decisive significance in the War of Liberation. In view of the many favorable conditions present on the Northeast front that were not yet available on other fronts, the Party Central Military Commission decided to fight its strategic decisive battle against the Nationalist army first in the Northeast, annihilating it entirely within the borders of the region, swiftly liberating the whole of the Northeast, and bringing about a fundamental change in the war situation across the entire country. This was a great strategic decision. Because this was the first strategic campaign our army had ever launched, and because our forces held no clear advantage over the enemy in troop numbers or in resources such as war matériel, this was, without question, a bold decision for a decisive battle. In order to annihilate the Nationalist forces in the Northeast on the spot, the question of where our main assault should first be directed was the key issue in guiding this campaign. Viewed locally, Changchun, isolated and long besieged by our forces, was the weakest part of the Nationalist position on the Northeast front, and destroying this enemy force would relieve our forces of a lingering worry. But capturing Changchun would frighten off the Nationalist forces at Shenyang and Jinzhou, affecting the development of the campaign and of the war situation across the country as a whole; moreover, the Nationalist army intended to use Changchun to pin down our main force, buying time to observe the situation and retaining the option of either holding or withdrawing. Had our forces directed their assault first at Changchun, this would have been the more cautious course, but it would have been difficult to achieve our army’s intention of a strategic decisive battle. The Nationalist forces in the Jinzhou area were more numerous than those at Changchun, and, in attacking Jinzhou, the Nationalist army could bring up reinforcements by land or by sea; our own main force, moreover, would be fighting far from its rear base, making transport and supply comparatively difficult. But Jinzhou lay along the Beiping-Shenyang railway, forming the vital chokepoint through which the Nationalist forces in the Northeast connected to the interior; capturing this strategic point would not only sever the connection between Fu Zuoyi’s and Wei Lihuang’s two army groups, making it easier for our forces to maneuver toward both flanks, but would also seal Wei Lihuang’s army group within the Northeast, creating a situation of “shutting the door to beat the dog” — making it easier to achieve our campaign’s aims, while also potentially luring the Shenyang garrison out in relief, creating conditions for mobile warfare favorable to the development of the campaign. For this reason, capturing Jinzhou was the key to the entire campaign. So long as Jinzhou could be taken, the initiative in the war situation would be ours; capturing Changchun, by contrast, would not have won our forces the initiative, but would instead have added to the difficulty of our subsequent operations. The Party Central Military Commission’s instruction to the Northeast Field Army — to disregard the enemy at Changchun and Shenyang entirely, move the main force south along the Beiping-Shenyang railway, annihilate the enemy along the Jinzhou-Shanhaiguan section first, and capture Jinzhou — was both entirely correct and extremely bold. Fan Hanjie, the Nationalist general, remarked with deep feeling after his capture: “Only a person of extraordinary talent and vision could have conceived of such a move. Jinzhou is like a carrying pole, with the Northeast on one end and North China on the other — and now it has been snapped in the middle.” The Northeast Field Army’s swift capture of Jinzhou achieved the decisive victory of the Liaoshen Campaign, and laid the foundation for the subsequent complete annihilation of the Nationalist forces in the Northeast.



	(2) The Correct Deployment and Use of Forces Was an Important Guarantee of Victory in This Campaign



	In the Liaoshen Campaign, our forces held a certain advantage over the enemy in strength in the Northeast, but the enemy’s forces were far from small in number, and this was the first time our army had engaged the enemy’s massed forces on this scale; how to deploy and use our forces correctly was therefore an important question for the success of the campaign. Based on the operational policy of the Liaoshen Campaign and the situation of both sides, the use of our forces in the Northeast had to take into account three problems simultaneously: the assault on Jinzhou; blocking the Nationalist forces at Jinxi, Huludao, and Shenyang from reinforcing Jinzhou; and preventing the Nationalist forces at Changchun from breaking out and fleeing south. Even with our forces relatively abundant, it was still necessary to distinguish primary from secondary tasks, to grasp the key points, and to attend to every aspect and every stage of the campaign. In accordance with the Party Central Military Commission’s instruction that our forces “must concentrate our main force to strike at a single point, and must not divide our forces evenly,” the Northeast Field Army used its main force (six columns plus four divisions), 250,000 men — a superior force — to surround and attack the seven divisions, 100,000 men, of the Nationalist forces at Jinzhou, while using two to three columns each to block and pin down the relief forces from Jinxi, Huludao, and Shenyang, and using only a portion of its forces to besiege the enemy at Changchun, guarding against its escape to the south. This deployment, concentrating a considerable superiority of force, not only allowed our forces to capture Jinzhou swiftly, but also allowed us to block and delay the massed Nationalist relief forces coming from north and south, and, once Jinzhou had been captured, to press on without letting the opportunity slip, concentrating ten columns, twenty-nine divisions, some 300,000 men, to swiftly surround and annihilate Liao Yaoxiang’s army group with a threefold superiority in strength, and then to press our advantage to liberate Shenyang and pursue and annihilate the fleeing enemy at Yingkou.



	In this campaign, our forces excelled not only at concentrating their strength, but also at splitting apart and annihilating the enemy piecemeal: at the strategic level, we first annihilated the enemy along the Jinzhou-Shanhaiguan section, severing the connection between the two great Nationalist groupings in North China and the Northeast and isolating Wei Lihuang’s army group; at the same time, at the campaign level, we adopted the tactic of severing the connections among the points of Jinzhou, Shanhaiguan, and Tangshan, preventing them from supporting one another. In the actual course of the fighting, we likewise employed the tactic of concentrated superior force, attacking along multiple routes with an emphasis on key points, striking fiercely and infiltrating swiftly, splitting apart and annihilating the Nationalist forces. As a result, our campaign and its battles were able to achieve both complete annihilation and a swift resolution.



	(3) Only by Tightly Combining Large-Scale Mobile Warfare with Large-Scale Positional Warfare Can One Fight a Great Battle of Annihilation



	One of the distinguishing features of the Nationalist army’s defense in the Liaoshen Campaign was its practice of positioning its massed forces to hold major and mid-sized cities such as Changchun, Shenyang, and Jinzhou, fortified as strategic and campaign-level key points. In order to annihilate the enemy’s main force entirely, our forces first had to prepare to conduct large-scale positional warfare to assault fortified positions; and, in order to annihilate the enemy in these assaults, we also had to prepare to conduct positional defensive warfare to block powerful enemy relief forces; and the changes in circumstances brought about by positional warfare might in turn create opportunities for large-scale mobile warfare. Only by tightly combining large-scale positional warfare with large-scale mobile warfare, therefore, could we swallow up the enemy’s massed forces.



	In the first phase of the Liaoshen Campaign, the Northeast Field Army carried out the Party Central Military Commission’s strategic intention to “seal Chiang’s forces within the Northeast and annihilate them piecemeal,” adopting a policy of besieging the defenders at Changchun, using a portion of our forces to pin them down and wear them out, so that they could not maneuver strategically. It then concentrated its main force to move south along the Beiping-Shenyang line, carrying out a long-distance surprise assault, and, with fierce momentum, captured the strategic points of Changli, Suizhong, Xingcheng, and Yixian along the Beiping-Shenyang line, isolating Jinzhou. Against the heavily fortified defenses of Jinzhou, it adopted the method of urban assault, launching a large-scale attack on the fortified position and bringing up the main force of the Artillery Column to provide fierce artillery support, capturing Jinzhou in only 31 hours and annihilating the Nationalist garrison entirely. Even as this assault on Jinzhou was under way, the Nationalist army formed its “Eastward Advance Army Group” and “Westward Advance Army Group,” advancing from the directions of Jinxi-Huludao and Shenyang respectively to relieve Jinzhou. The Northeast Field Army had already anticipated this; in its report on the deployment for the assault on Jinzhou, it had judged that “Jinzhou is a weak point for the enemy, and yet also a vital one. The enemy at Shenyang will therefore certainly send large reinforcements, and the enemy at Changchun may also seize the opportunity to withdraw,” and that “this campaign at Jinzhou may therefore develop into a great decisive battle for the entire Northeast, and may result in the recovery of Jinzhou and Changchun and the large-scale annihilation of the enemy relief forces sallying from Shenyang. We shall strive with all our strength to achieve this victory.” Accordingly, the Northeast Field Army adjusted its deployment in time to block the “Westward Advance Army Group,” adopting a mobile defense that lured and blocked the enemy in the Zhangwu and Xinlitun area, so that this force not only failed to relieve Jinzhou, but instead created a favorable situation for the Northeast People’s Liberation Army to annihilate it entirely in the course of mobile warfare. In the blocking action at Tashan, the People’s Liberation Army adopted a positional defense; our officers and soldiers, with the firm resolve to “live or die with our position,” fought a bloody battle that prevented the “Eastward Advance Army Group” from advancing a single step further, winning valuable time for the Northeast People’s Liberation Army’s main force to capture Jinzhou. In the second phase of the Liaoshen Campaign, the Nationalist army’s “Westward Advance Army Group” continued its advance west through Heishan and Dahu Mountain, attempting, with the support of the enemy forces at Jinzhou and Huludao, to “recover Jinzhou” and carry out a general withdrawal. The Northeast Field Army used a portion of its forces to resist tenaciously, delaying the “Westward Advance Army Group’s” advance and winning the blocking battle at Heishan and Dahu Mountain. At the same time, it concentrated the main force that had assaulted Jinzhou and swiftly turned it back toward western Liaoning, launching a large-scale battle of encirclement and annihilation in that region. Every unit displayed the fighting spirit of mobility, flexibility, and taking the initiative to destroy the enemy, boldly infiltrating, charging fiercely, splitting apart and encircling the enemy, and seeking a swift resolution; after two days and three nights of fierce fighting, the Nationalist army’s “Westward Advance Army Group,” more than 100,000 men, was annihilated entirely, creating a shining example of large-scale mobile warfare.



	(4) Chiang Kai-shek’s Misjudgment of the Situation and Errors in Command Left the Nationalist Army Passive on Every Front



	Sun Tzu said: know the enemy and know yourself, and in a hundred battles you will never be in peril. It may fairly be said that Chiang Kai-shek and the Nationalist generals knew neither the enemy nor themselves. On the Northeast front at the end of 1948, although the Nationalist army still held a temporary advantage in numbers and equipment, its combat power had fallen far short of what it had once been. Chiang Kai-shek and the Nationalist generals in the Northeast lacked an accurate assessment of the combat power and logistical support capacity of the liberation forces in the Northeast. In their campaign decision-making, Chiang Kai-shek and the military commanders of the Nanjing government judged inaccurately the strategic and campaign intentions of the Northeast liberation forces and the direction of our main assault; misled by our slogan of “training our troops well, and then attacking Changchun,” they passively persisted in holding the Northeast, and only when the Northeast Field Army’s main force had already advanced to the gates of Jinzhou did they think to change their strategic policy and decide to withdraw from the Northeast — but by then they had already let the golden opportunity slip, and were struck at their most vital point by the People’s Liberation Army. In their assessment of strength, as late as the end of August 1948, the Nationalist army still estimated that the Northeast liberation forces had only ten columns, believing that although our local armed forces might be numerous, they lacked good equipment and, still more, lacked strong combat power. In fact, by the time the Liaoshen Campaign began, the total strength of the Northeast Field Army had already reached 700,000, and its force structure differed considerably from the Nationalist army’s estimates: typically, one of our companies was equivalent to a reinforced company in the Nationalist army, one of our divisions was equivalent to a reinforced division in the Nationalist army, and the strength of one of our columns clearly exceeded that of a Nationalist corps. Through large-scale training and the new-style army reorganization movement, the Northeast liberation forces had made thorough preparations for a new round of large-scale operations in every respect — military and political training, fighting spirit, the procurement of supplies, the organization of logistics, and the arrangement of transportation. This was something that Chiang Kai-shek and the Nationalist generals in the Northeast had entirely failed to anticipate. What Chiang Kai-shek and the Nationalist generals in the Northeast valued was the numerical strength of their forces and the quality of their weapons and equipment, but they failed to recognize the gradual, transformative influence that political quality exerts on officers and soldiers, and the enormous role it plays in actual combat. As a result, even had they been able to estimate accurately the numbers and equipment of the Northeast liberation forces, they could never have recognized their true combat power.



	The Nationalists and Chiang Kai-shek not only underestimated the strength of the People’s Liberation Army, but the sharp internal conflicts within their own ranks also delayed their strategic decision-making and campaign deployment on the Northeast front, undermining unified command on the battlefield. Before the Liaoshen Campaign, although the Nationalist forces in the Northeast numbered 550,000, they had already been split apart into three mutually isolated key points and areas — Changchun, Shenyang, and Jinzhou — and lacked the capacity to launch offensive operations, leaving them passive and in an extremely unfavorable position. Wei Lihuang and Chiang Kai-shek argued endlessly over the question of withdrawing the main force from Shenyang to Jinzhou. Because Chiang Kai-shek was strategically unwilling to abandon the Northeast, yet could spare no additional troops to satisfy Wei Lihuang’s request for reinforcements, the result was that the status quo was simply maintained, delaying matters in the hope that circumstances might change. The longer this delay continued, the more passive their position became and the more difficult their situation grew — and the more time it bought for our forces to liberate the Northeast. Chiang Kai-shek did not understand the battlefield situation, lacked an accurate assessment of the relative strength of the two sides, and, disregarding the views of his subordinates and ignoring changes in objective conditions, directed his armies according to his own subjective judgments and assumptions, even directly interfering in the command decisions of his generals. After our forces captured Jinzhou, Chiang Kai-shek believed that the Northeast liberation forces had suffered heavy losses and could not return to the fight without a long period of rest and reorganization; even as Wei Lihuang, Liao Yaoxiang, and others all agreed that there was no longer any need for the main force at Shenyang to advance west, he insisted on recovering Jinzhou, demanding that “the eastern and western army groups still converge and join forces at the Daling River” — a decision that ultimately led to the complete destruction of Liao Yaoxiang’s army group. Under Chiang Kai-shek’s command, the Nationalist generals were not given the opportunity to make full use of their abilities, but had instead to act according to Chiang Kai-shek’s moods, so that “friction ran deep among the various generals, who suspected and feared one another, and found themselves at a loss as to what to do.” Once the Liaoshen Campaign began, Chiang Kai-shek traveled to Huludao several times to direct operations personally, commanding the relief of Jinzhou. Each time he arrived at Huludao, he replaced the commander there; in the half-month from October 6 to 21, Chiang Kai-shek changed the commander at Huludao four times. The direct result of these changes of commander in the midst of battle was that the various generals were left without any clear direction and grew estranged from one another, seriously undermining battlefield command and leading to passivity on every front.









Chapter 46: The Pingjin Campaign (November 29, 1948 – January 31, 1949)

The Pingjin Campaign was a strategic, decisive battle in which the Northeast and North China Field Armies annihilated the Nationalist army piecemeal in the areas of Beiping, Tianjin, and Zhangjiakou. It was the last of the three decisive campaigns of the War of Liberation. The campaign lasted 64 days, from November 29, 1948 to January 31, 1949. Apart from more than 50,000 defenders at Tanggu who escaped by sea, a total of 520,000 Nationalist troops were annihilated or reorganized in the course of this campaign, liberating most of North China together with the important cities of Beiping, Tianjin, and Zhangjiakou, and joining the Northeast, North China, and the vast liberated areas north of the Yangtze into a single connected whole. This campaign stands as a classic example of successfully liberating Nationalist forces through three distinct methods — the “Beiping method,” the “Tianjin method,” and the “Suiyuan method” — and occupies an important place in the war history of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army.


I. Background of the Operation and the Intentions of Both Sides

In early November 1948, the Liaoshen Campaign had already concluded in victory, and the Huaihai Campaign was proceeding smoothly; Fu Zuoyi’s Nationalist army group, under the North China “Bandit Suppression” Headquarters, faced the threat of a joint strike from our two great field armies in the Northeast and North China, and had become a bird startled by the mere twang of a bowstring.

The Nationalist Army’s Operational Intentions and Deployment

Because of the conflicting interests among the Americans, Chiang, and Fu, the Nationalist forces in North China remained undecided on whether to withdraw or to hold their ground — whether to flee south by sea or west into Suiyuan. Fu Zuoyi mistakenly calculated that the Northeast Field Army would need at least three months to rest and reorganize before it could enter the pass to fight, and so did not resolve on an immediate flight, deciding instead on a policy of temporarily holding North China, keeping open the two routes by sea (Tanggu) and by land (Zhangjiakou), luring American aid and building up his own strength while watching how the situation developed. In accordance with this policy, Fu Zuoyi drew back the more than 500,000 troops under his command — belonging to both Chiang’s own faction and Fu’s own — along a railway line more than 500 kilometers long, centered on Beiping and Tianjin, stretching from Shanhaiguan and Tangshan in the east to Zhangjiakou in the west, forming a long, serpentine deployment; his own trusted forces were positioned along the Beiping-Suiyuan railway between Beiping and Zhangjiakou, while Chiang’s own forces were positioned at Beiping and the area to its east, so that, should the need arise, he could abandon Chiang’s forces and flee west on his own.

This deployment left the Nationalist army with the weakness of an overextended front, its forces scattered and isolated from one another, making it easy for the People’s Liberation Army to split it apart, encircle it, and annihilate it piecemeal. In order to change this unfavorable posture, following the military conference held in Nanjing in early November, Fu Zuoyi’s army group began concentrating its forces and shortening its front: on November 12, the 13th Corps withdrew from Chengde, and on the 28th from Gubeikou; on the 22nd, the 101st Corps withdrew from Baoding; and on the 27th, the 86th Corps (the newly organized 5th Corps that had been under Fan Hanjie’s command in the Liaoshen Campaign) withdrew from Shanhaiguan and Qinhuangdao.

The People’s Liberation Army’s Operational Intentions and Deployment

From the standpoint of the situation across the country as a whole, it would be most advantageous for the People’s Liberation Army to pin down Fu Zuoyi’s army group in North China and annihilate it there. The Party Central Committee and Mao Zedong therefore decided that, before the enemy had finally resolved on flight, the main force of the Northeast Field Army would be rapidly transferred into the pass, to fight shoulder to shoulder with the two army groups of the North China Field Army and local forces, concentrating a force of one million men to carry out the Pingjin Campaign and annihilate Fu Zuoyi’s army group in North China. In order to achieve this strategic goal, the Party Central Committee and Mao Zedong decided: to lift the siege of Guisui, to slow the assault on Taiyuan, and to temporarily suspend the all-out assault on Du Yuming’s army group on the Huaihai front, agreeing to enter into negotiations with Fu Zuoyi. At the same time, they ordered the main force of the Northeast Field Army to enter the pass secretly ahead of schedule, in late November, and, in coordination with the North China Field Army, to adopt the policy of first seizing the western front while stabilizing the eastern front — “surrounding but not attacking” the enemy on the western front, and “isolating but not surrounding” the enemy on the eastern front — encircling the enemy piece by piece from west to east, and annihilating each piece only once the deployment had been fully completed.

Comparison of the Two Sides’ Strength

The People’s Liberation Army forces taking part in the Pingjin Campaign comprised: the Northeast Field Army, with 12 corps, a railway column, and special-arms units, more than 800,000 men in all; the North China Military Region, with 7 columns and an artillery brigade, more than 130,000 men; together with the 8th Column of the Northwest Field Army, stationed in the border area of Chahar (today divided between Inner Mongolia and Hebei) and Suiyuan, and local forces belonging to the Northeast Military Region’s Ji-Re-Cha, Inner Mongolia, and Jidong Military Districts, as well as the North China Military Region’s Beiyue, Jizhong, and Jinan Military Districts — more than one million men in total. In order to unify leadership and command of the Pingjin Campaign, the Party Central Committee decided, on January 10, 1949, to form a General Front Committee composed of Lin Biao, Luo Ronghuan, and Nie Rongzhen. Chiang’s and Fu’s Nationalist forces comprised four army groups, twelve corps, forty-two divisions (brigades), together with irregular forces, some 550,000 men in all, under the command of Fu Zuoyi. At the outset of the campaign, the ratio of People’s Liberation Army to Nationalist strength was 1.6 to 1.



II. Course of the Operation

Phase One: Splitting Apart and Encircling Fu Zuoyi’s Army Group, Cutting Off Its Routes of Escape South and West (November 29 – December 21, 1948)

On November 23, 1948, the main force of the Northeast Field Army set out from Jinzhou, Yingkou, Shenyang, and other locations, advancing under cover toward the areas of Beiping, Tianjin, Tangshan, and Tanggu. On the 25th, Yang Chengwu, commander of the North China Military Region’s 3rd Army Group, and Li Jingquan, political commissar, led the 1st, 2nd, and 6th Columns eastward from the Jining area. On the 29th, the Pingjin Campaign began, with the North China Military Region’s 3rd Army Group first attacking the Nationalist forces around Zhangjiakou; by December 2, it had formed a ring of encirclement around the city. Fu Zuoyi judged that this North China Military Region assault on Zhangjiakou was merely a localized operation, and resolved to take advantage of the fact that the Northeast Field Army had not yet entered the pass, concentrating his main force to first defeat the North China Military Region forces’ assault, and then, well rested, meet the Northeast Field Army’s offensive at his leisure. He accordingly ordered his main force — the 35th Corps (less one division) and the 258th Division of the 104th Corps — to rush to the relief of Zhangjiakou from Fengtai and Huailai respectively; and ordered the 104th Corps (less one division), stationed at Changping, to move to Huailai, and the 16th Corps, stationed at Zhuoxian (present-day Zhuozhou), to move to Nankou and Changping, so as to secure communications between Beiping and Zhangjiakou.

Given that the goal of drawing Fu’s main force west in relief had already been achieved, the Party Central Military Commission ordered, on December 2, Yang Dezhi, commander of the North China Military Region’s 2nd Army Group, and Luo Ruiqing, political commissar, to lead the 3rd, 4th, and 8th Columns in a rapid advance from Yixian and Zijingguan toward Zhuolu and Xiahuayuan, cutting the connection between Huailai and Xuanhua; and ordered Cheng Zihua, commander of the Northeast Field Army’s 2nd Army Group, to lead the vanguard army group formed from the 41st and 48th Corps and other units in a rapid advance from Jixian toward Huailai and Nankou, cutting the connection between Beiping and Huailai. Once these two army groups had arrived, they would, in coordination with the North China Military Region’s 3rd Army Group, pin down both the defending and the relieving forces along the Beiping-Zhangjiakou line, so that they could neither flee west nor withdraw east. On the 5th, the Northeast Field Army’s vanguard army group captured Miyun in the course of its advance, annihilating one division of the Nationalist 13th Corps, after which its main force continued south; the North China Military Region’s 2nd Army Group advanced to south of Zhuolu, awaiting its opportunity. Upon learning of the fall of Miyun, Fu Zuoyi, sensing that Beiping itself was now threatened, urgently ordered the 35th Corps to return east from Zhangjiakou under cover of night; ordered the main force of the 104th Corps and the 16th Corps to move west from Huailai and Nankou to meet it; and ordered the 94th Corps (less one division) and the 92nd and 62nd Corps to move from the Yangcun, Cuihuangkou, and Lutai area to Beiping, to strengthen its defenses.

On December 6, the Nationalist 35th Corps withdrew east by truck, but the 12th Brigade of the North China Military Region’s 2nd Army Group, with the assistance of forces from the Ji-Re-Cha Military Region, blocked it step by step, delaying it in the Xinbao’an area. The main force of the 2nd Army Group then arrived east of Xinbao’an, and on the 8th and 9th repulsed the pincer attack from east and west mounted by the 35th Corps and the main force of the 104th Corps, encircling the 35th Corps at Xinbao’an. On the night of the 9th, the Northeast Field Army’s vanguard army group advanced to the area between Huailai, Kangzhuang, and Nankou. The command post and two divisions of the Nationalist 16th Corps, which had advanced to Kangzhuang, fearing annihilation, turned back and fled toward Beiping, but were annihilated by the 41st Corps of the Northeast Field Army’s vanguard army group southeast of Kangzhuang on the 10th. The main force of the Nationalist 104th Corps, discovering that it was threatened from both front and rear, and learning that the 16th Corps had already fled east, abandoned its plan to relieve the 35th Corps, and fled toward Beiping from the area east of Xinbao’an by way of Huailai. The units of the Northeast Field Army’s vanguard army group immediately launched a pursuit and blocking action, and annihilated this force entirely on the 11th in the area of Hengling and Baiyangcheng, south of Huailai county town. At the same time, the North China Military Region’s 3rd Army Group liberated Xuanhua, and on the 7th pursued and annihilated the 271st Division of Fu’s 101st Corps at Shalingzi as it fled from Xuanhua toward Zhangjiakou, completing the encirclement of Zhangjiakou on the 8th. Subsequently, the forces of the Beiyue Military District, the cavalry brigade of the Northwest Field Army’s 8th Column, and the 11th Cavalry Division of the Inner Mongolia Military Region, under the command of the North China Military Region’s 3rd Army Group, captured Zhangbei, annihilating part of the defending garrison and isolating Zhangjiakou. During this period, the six corps of the first echelon of the Northeast Field Army’s main force crossed the Great Wall at Xifengkou and Lengkou, reaching the Jixian, Yutian, and Fengrun area of Hebei Province.

At this point, although the People’s Liberation Army had already cut off Fu Zuoyi’s army group’s route of escape to the west, it had not yet cut off its route of escape to the south. At the same time, on the Huaihai front, the People’s Liberation Army, having already annihilated Huang Baitao’s army group, was in the process of surrounding and annihilating Huang Wei’s army group, and had also surrounded three army groups led by Du Yuming, Deputy Commander-in-Chief of the Xuzhou “Bandit Suppression” Headquarters, southwest of Xuzhou, annihilating Sun Yuanliang’s army group as it attempted to break out and flee — victory there was already assured. On December 11, Mao Zedong instructed the leaders of the Pingjin front: at present, the sole or principal concern is that Fu Zuoyi might lead his forces in an escape by sea. In order to prevent Chiang Kai-shek and Fu Zuoyi from resolving to abandon Beiping and Tianjin quickly and flee south, the basic principle for the next two weeks should be to “surround but not attack” — as at Xinbao’an and Zhangjiakou; while in some cases the principle should be to “isolate but not surround” — that is, to carry out only a strategic encirclement, not a campaign-level one, as at Beiping and Tianjin — until the entire deployment had been completed, whereupon the enemy at each point would be annihilated at leisure, following the sequence of striking the two ends first and taking the center afterward. Mao Zedong also instructed that, in particular, the various points west of Nankou should not all be eliminated at once, so as to avoid causing the enemy at the points east of Nankou to flee in a wild panic. At the same time, Mao Zedong also ordered the People’s Liberation Army on the Huaihai front, once it had annihilated Huang Wei’s army group, to leave Du Yuming’s army group without a final deployment for annihilation for two weeks; he ordered the Shandong Military Region to concentrate a certain force to control a stretch of the Yellow River near Jinan, and to make preparations along the Jiaoji railway line, so as to prevent Fu Zuoyi’s army group from fleeing along the Jinpu railway through Jinan toward Qingdao. He subsequently also instructed the North China Military Region to transfer forces to control the line of Baoding, Shijiazhuang, and Cangzhou, preparing to capture any enemy forces that might scatter and flee south from Beiping and Tianjin.

In accordance with these instructions, the North China Military Region’s 2nd and 3rd Army Groups, focusing on preventing the enemy at Xinbao’an and Zhangjiakou from breaking out to the east and west, constructed multiple lines of blocking positions and awaited orders to attack; the main force of the Northeast Field Army, overcoming exhaustion, cold, and other difficulties, advanced rapidly toward Beiping, Tianjin, Tangshan, and Tanggu. Discovering that the People’s Liberation Army had suddenly closed in on Beiping and Tianjin, Fu Zuoyi found himself in the difficult position of being unable either to flee or to hold his ground, and hastily abandoned Nankou, Zhuoxian, Lugouqiao, Tongxian, and Tangshan, Lutai, and Langfang, pulling his forces back to Beiping, Tianjin, and Tanggu. He moved the 62nd Corps (less one division) and the 86th Corps from Fengtai and Lutai to Tianjin, and the 87th Corps from Tangshan to Tanggu, dividing Beiping and Tianjin-Tanggu into two separate defense zones, each defended independently. By December 15, the vanguard army group of the Northeast Field Army, commanding the 41st, 42nd, and 48th Corps, had occupied Nankou, Fengtai, and Lugouqiao, encircling Beiping from the north and southwest; the Northeast Field Army’s 1st Army Group, commanded by Xiao Jingguang and political commissar Xiao Hua, commanding the 40th, 43rd, and 47th Corps and the 7th Column of the North China Field Army, occupied Tongxian, Caiyuzhen, Langfang, and Huangcun (present-day Daxing), encircling Beiping from the northeast and southeast, and captured Nanyuan airfield on the 17th. By the 20th, the Northeast Field Army’s 46th, 45th, and 44th Corps had occupied Tangshan, Junliangcheng, Xianshuigu, Yangliuqing, and Yangcun, cutting the connection between Tianjin and Tanggu; the Northeast Field Army’s 38th, 39th, and 49th Corps and special-arms units were advancing rapidly toward Beiping and Tianjin from Baodi, Hangu, and Shanhaiguan. On the 21st, four days ahead of schedule, the main force of the Northeast Field Army completed its strategic encirclement of the enemy at Beiping, Tianjin, and Tanggu, sealing off the enemy’s route of escape south by sea.

By this point, the People’s Liberation Army had split apart and encircled Fu Zuoyi’s army group entirely, at Zhangjiakou, Xinbao’an, Beiping, Tianjin, and Tanggu, sealing off every route of escape to the west or south, turning it from a “bird startled by a bowstring” into a “bird trapped in a cage,” and laying the foundation for victory in the campaign.

Phase Two: Eliminating Both Ends, and Isolating the Center (December 22, 1948 – January 15, 1949)

On the morning of December 22, the 3rd, 4th, and 8th Columns of the North China Military Region’s 2nd Army Group, nine brigades in all, captured Xinbao’an, annihilating the headquarters of the 35th Corps and two divisions, together with security units — 16,000 men in all.

The Party Central Military Commission anticipated that, once Xinbao’an had been captured, the Nationalist forces at Zhangjiakou might attempt to break out westward, and, taking into account that the North China Military Region’s 3rd Army Group did not hold a numerical advantage over the Zhangjiakou garrison, ordered the Northeast Field Army’s 41st Corps to move west from Nankou before the assault on Xinbao’an, coming under the command of the North China Military Region’s 3rd Army Group to strengthen the encirclement of Zhangjiakou. At dawn on December 23, the Nationalist forces at Zhangjiakou did indeed attempt to break out to the north with all their strength. The 1st, 2nd, and 6th Columns commanded by the North China Military Region’s 3rd Army Group, together with the Northeast Field Army’s 41st Corps — eleven brigades (divisions) in all — with the assistance of forces from the Beiyue and Inner Mongolia Military Regions, braved fierce wind, snow, and bitter cold to conduct a blocking and pursuit action, liberating Zhangjiakou that very night. By 4:00 p.m. on the 24th, after fierce fighting, at a cost of only 900 casualties, the fleeing Nationalist 11th Army Group headquarters, the 105th Corps, and other units — seven divisions (brigades), 54,000 men in all — were annihilated in the area of Xidianzi and Chaotianwa, northeast of Zhangjiakou; only Sun Lanfeng, commander of the 11th Army Group, escaped with a small cavalry detachment.

On the Tianjin-Tanggu front, the Party Central Military Commission had originally planned to strike Tanggu first, then Tianjin. But after the front-line commanders reported that Tanggu bordered the sea to its east, while its other three sides were bounded by canals and salt ponds, making it impossible to form an encirclement or to deploy large forces effectively, and, judging further that the Nationalist forces at Beiping and Tianjin might attempt to break out, they proposed instead monitoring Tanggu with a small force while concentrating our strength to strike Tianjin first. On December 29, the Party Central Military Commission approved the Northeast Field Army’s plan of operations, and ordered the 41st Corps to rejoin its parent formation swiftly; the North China Military Region’s 2nd and 3rd Army Groups were transferred east in their entirety along the Beiping-Suiyuan railway, joining the Northeast Field Army in tightly encircling Beiping.

Tianjin, a city of two million people, lay 50 kilometers east of Tanggu and 120 kilometers west of Beiping, and was the largest industrial and commercial city in North China, occupying a position of enormous strategic importance. The city proper was long and narrow, with the Hai River flowing through it into the Bohai Sea; the Nationalist army had fortified it over a long period, and its defenses were solid. Chen Changjie, commander of the Tianjin Garrison, commanded the 62nd Corps (less one division), the 86th Corps, and other units — ten divisions and irregular forces, 130,000 men in all, with more than 60 mountain guns, field guns, and howitzers — intending to hold the city firmly by relying on its defensive system of “Greater Tianjin Fortification.”

The leaders of the Northeast Field Army decided to concentrate five corps, twenty-two divisions in all, together with special-arms units — 340,000 men in total — with 538 heavy guns and 30 tanks, to capture Tianjin with an overwhelmingly superior force in both manpower and weapons. On January 2, 1949, the various assault forces advanced to the area around Tianjin, and by the 13th had essentially cleared the outlying strongpoints. During this period, Liu Yalou, chief of staff of the Northeast Field Army, who was directing the operation to capture Tianjin, urged Chen Changjie to follow the example of Zheng Dongguo at Changchun and lay down his arms, promising to guarantee the safety of his life and property. But Chen Changjie refused to accept this peaceful resolution.

Taking into account the fact that the Nationalist forces at Tianjin were deployed with strong forces in the north, solid fortifications in the south, and comparatively weak forces and fortifications in the center, as well as the characteristic shape of Tianjin’s terrain — long from north to south and narrow from east to west — the Northeast Field Army decided to adopt the operational policy of converging from east and west, cutting through the enemy’s waist, and splitting the enemy apart before surrounding and annihilating it, and launched the Battle of Tianjin. The deployment was as follows: the 38th and 39th Corps formed the western group, delivering the main assault from west to east on both sides of Heping Gate; the 44th and 45th Corps formed the eastern group, delivering the main assault from east to west on both sides of Minquan Gate; the 46th Corps and the 145th Division of the 49th Corps delivered a supporting assault from south to north at Qian and Hou Jianshan; parts of the 39th and 45th Corps, together with the guard regiment of Northeast Field Army headquarters, staged a feint attack from the north; and the 128th Division of the 43rd Corps served as the reserve. In addition, the main force of the 49th Corps was positioned at Junliangcheng, to monitor the garrison at Tanggu. At 10:00 a.m. on January 14, the all-out assault on Tianjin was launched, and our forces swiftly broke through the city’s defenses at nine points along the eastern, western, and southern fronts. On the morning of the 15th, the eastern and western main assault groups converged at Jintang Bridge, splitting the defending garrison into several pieces. Our forces then adopted the tactic of striking the weak points while leaving the strong ones for later — eating the meat first, and gnawing the bones afterward — and, after fierce fighting, annihilated the defending garrison entirely by 3:00 p.m., capturing Chen Changjie and liberating Tianjin.

After the liberation of Tianjin, the Nationalist forces defending Tanggu — the headquarters of the 17th Army Group, the 87th Corps, and other units, five divisions, more than 50,000 men in all — fled south by ship on January 17. The Northeast Field Army’s 49th Corps pursued and annihilated 3,000 of its rear elements. By this point, the enemy at Beiping was entirely isolated, and found itself in a hopeless position.

Phase Three: The Peaceful Liberation of Beiping (January 16–31)

Following the successive liberation of Xinbao’an, Zhangjiakou, and Tianjin, the Nationalist forces at Beiping — the North China “Bandit Suppression” Headquarters, the headquarters of the 4th and 9th Army Groups, the 13th, 16th, 31st, 92nd, 94th, and 101st Corps, and the newly reconstituted 35th and 104th Corps — eight corps, twenty-five divisions in all, together with special-arms units and irregular forces, 250,000 men in total, found themselves in a hopeless position. In view of the fact that Beiping was a cultural city of world renown, the Party Central Military Commission decided, in order to protect its cultural heritage and the lives and property of its two million residents, to seek a peaceful takeover through negotiation, while ordering our forces to prepare to seize the city by force should negotiations fail.

Fu Zuoyi had advocated resistance against Japan during the War of Resistance, and had maintained friendly relations with the Communist Party. Although he carried out Chiang Kai-shek’s “suppression of rebellion” anti-Communist policy during the civil war, he gradually lost confidence in Chiang Kai-shek’s rule as the Nationalist army suffered defeat after defeat. Once the Pingjin Campaign began, Beiping was swiftly surrounded by the People’s Liberation Army. Under these circumstances, Fu Zuoyi sent representatives to the People’s Liberation Army’s Pingjin Front Command on December 15, 1948, to conduct negotiations. Liu Yalou, chief of staff of the Pingjin Front Command, expressed the hope that Fu Zuoyi’s army group would voluntarily lay down its arms, in which case the People’s Liberation Army would guarantee the safety of their lives and property. But Fu Zuoyi believed he still possessed sufficient strength to hold out for another three months, and wished to wait and see how the situation across the country developed, so that these negotiations produced no result.

After the liberation of Xinbao’an and Zhangjiakou, Fu Zuoyi, on January 7, 1949, sent representatives, together with Zhang Dongsun, a leading figure of the Democratic League in Beiping and a professor at Yenching University, to the Pingjin Front Command for a second round of negotiations. Lin Biao and Nie Rongzhen indicated to them that the garrisons at Beiping, Tianjin, Tanggu, and Guisui should march out of their respective cities and be reorganized according to the People’s Liberation Army’s system, and required that the Tianjin garrison march out of the city by the 13th, to await reorganization. But because Fu Zuoyi still maintained a wait-and-see attitude, no agreement could be reached.

On January 13, Fu Zuoyi sent Deng Baoshan, Deputy Commander-in-Chief of the North China “Bandit Suppression” Headquarters, who had long-standing ties with the Communist Party, to the Pingjin Front Command for a third round of negotiations. In the negotiations of the 14th, Lin Biao, Luo Ronghuan, and Nie Rongzhen indicated that, since the People’s Liberation Army had already begun its assault on Tianjin, this round of negotiations would no longer include Tianjin; the garrisons at every other point, once they had marched out of their cities, would without exception be reorganized into the People’s Liberation Army, and their former stations would without exception become part of the liberated areas. During this period, the Huaihai Campaign concluded in victory for the People’s Liberation Army on January 10, and the defeat of the Nationalist authorities was already assured. On January 14, Mao Zedong issued his “Statement on the Current Situation,” putting forward eight conditions for peace negotiations; on January 16, Lin Biao and Luo Ronghuan wrote to Fu Zuoyi, urging him to make a swift and resolute decision, accept the “eight conditions,” and take his stand with the people without further delay; the Communist underground organization in Beiping, working through democratic figures and enlightened individuals within Fu’s own ranks, likewise did powerful work to advance this cause. At the same time, the Nationalist authorities used intimidation, assassination, offers of official posts, and other means to obstruct and sabotage Fu Zuoyi’s peace negotiations with all their strength; Chiang Kai-shek even sent his second son, Chiang Wei-kuo, to Beiping bearing his own handwritten letter, demanding that Fu Zuoyi either hold Beiping firmly or withdraw south. At this critical juncture, Fu Zuoyi finally chose the path of peace, and, on the 21st, reached an agreement with the Pingjin Front Command for the peaceful resolution of the Beiping question. Between the 22nd and the 31st, the eight corps, twenty-five divisions, of the Nationalist forces stationed at Beiping marched out of the city to await reorganization. On January 31, the People’s Liberation Army entered Beiping city amid the cheers of the people and took over its administration, and the peaceful liberation of Beiping was declared. Subsequently, the defending forces in Suiyuan accepted the proposal put forward by our forces for the peaceful resolution of the Suiyuan question.

In this campaign, the People’s Liberation Army, at a cost of only 39,000 casualties, annihilated or reorganized a total of 521,000 Nationalist troops, comprising the North China “Bandit Suppression” Headquarters, three army group headquarters, one garrison command headquarters, thirteen corps headquarters, and fifty-one divisions (including corps and divisions newly formed or reconstituted during the campaign), together with irregular forces. Not long after the Pingjin Campaign, the question of Suiyuan was likewise resolved by peaceful means; and on April 24, Taiyuan too was liberated. From this point on, the Northeast, North China, Central China, and East China had joined into a single connected whole, forming a vast rear base that created the decisive conditions for the People’s Liberation Army to cross the Yangtze and advance south, clear away the remnants of the Nationalist forces, and win thorough victory across the entire country.



III. Commentary

The victory of the Pingjin Campaign, together with the victories of the Liaoshen and Huaihai Campaigns, was the great practical realization of Mao Zedong’s thought on strategic decisive battle. It stripped the Nationalists of their three great elite strategic army groups, fundamentally shook the very foundation of Nationalist rule, and laid a solid foundation for the nationwide victory of the War of Liberation.

(1) Establishing the Strategic and Campaign Guidance to Annihilate Fu Zuoyi’s Army Group on the Spot Was the Key to Accelerating the Process of Liberation

As the Liaoshen Campaign concluded in victory and the Huaihai Campaign was proceeding smoothly, the nearly 600,000 Nationalist troops in North China, shaken by the People’s Liberation Army’s victories, hastily pulled back their forces under Fu Zuoyi’s command, intending to flee south by sea or west into Suiyuan. Given that Fu Zuoyi’s army group in North China was, at the time, the only mobile force the Nationalist army had left to deploy, the Central Military Commission and Mao Zedong, taking the overall strategic picture into account, observed: “Detaining Chiang’s twenty-four divisions and Fu’s sixteen infantry and cavalry divisions in North China for annihilation will, first, facilitate the Northeast Field Army’s operations after entering the pass, and, second, accelerate the collapse of Chiang’s bandit rule, making it impossible for him to organize a defense line south of the Yangtze; the East China and Central Plains Field Armies can continue to annihilate the enemy in the Xuzhou-Huaihe area, while it will also be easier for the Northeast Field Army to move south along the Jinpu railway in the future and strike directly at the lower reaches of the Yangtze.” They accordingly decided to pin down Fu Zuoyi’s army group in North China and annihilate it there. This was of the utmost importance for the development of the situation across the country as a whole. Given this strategic decision and the enemy’s circumstances, the primary question was how to seize hold of the enemy and prevent it from fleeing south or west — this was the key to strategic and campaign guidance. To this end, in accordance with the Central Military Commission’s instructions, even as the Northeast Field Army’s vanguard army group entered the pass immediately, without waiting for the Liaoshen Campaign to conclude, the North China forces lifted their siege of Guisui, slowed their assault on Taiyuan, and concentrated three army groups, drawn from a thousand li away, to conduct a pinning operation along the eastern section of the Beiping-Suiyuan railway, while leaving the enemy east of Nankou entirely unmolested — thereby lulling the enemy into complacency, creating the false impression that our forces were merely conducting a localized campaign, so that Fu Zuoyi did not for the time being fear that his entire army might be encircled and annihilated. At the same time, the main force of the Northeast Field Army entered the pass ahead of schedule, in complete secrecy, swiftly surrounding the enemy at Tianjin, Tanggu, and Beiping — a move that caught the enemy entirely off guard. By the time Fu Zuoyi realized what was happening, the People’s Liberation Army had already gained complete control over the overall course of the campaign, and it was too late for him to flee.

(2) Combining Military Strikes with Political Persuasion Was an Effective Means of Swiftly Disintegrating the Nationalist Army

“To subdue the enemy without fighting is the acme of skill.” Military strikes are, without question, the fundamental means of destroying the enemy; but in the final stage of the strategic decisive battles, as the Nationalist army was on the verge of collapse, building on the foundation of military strikes to make full use of political offensives — prompting officers and soldiers to rise up, defect, or accept peaceful reorganization — could not only accelerate victory in the campaign and reduce casualties and damage to urban property, but could also have a demoralizing effect on other Nationalist forces as well. Before the Pingjin Campaign began, Fu Zuoyi’s army group attempted to use peace negotiations as a delaying tactic; the People’s Liberation Army, for its part, used political negotiations to lull and pacify the enemy. Once the People’s Liberation Army had completed its preparations to assault Tianjin, the enemy there sent representatives to negotiate with the People’s Liberation Army in an attempt to delay the attack, and put forward the unreasonable demand that “all troops and light weapons be withdrawn south of the Yangtze.” Under these circumstances, the People’s Liberation Army launched its assault on Tianjin, annihilating the defending garrison entirely and liberating the city in a mere 29 hours, dealing a tremendous shock to the defenders at Beiping. In the end, under overwhelming military pressure combined with political persuasion, Fu Zuoyi had no choice but to accept peaceful reorganization, and the People’s Liberation Army resolved the question of the Nationalist forces at Beiping without spilling a drop of blood, creating the conditions for the subsequent emergence of the “Suiyuan method.” Without the military strike against Tianjin, the political resolution at Beiping would never have been possible; the peaceful liberation of Beiping was the result of combining military struggle with political persuasion. The application of these three methods — the Tianjin method, the Beiping method, and the Suiyuan method — stands as a classic example of our combining military strikes with political persuasion, and represents a major development in the principles guiding our campaigns. In the Pingjin Campaign, the People’s Liberation Army suffered a total of 7,030 dead, far fewer than in the Liaoshen or Huaihai Campaigns. In his report to the Second Plenary Session of the Seventh Central Committee, Chairman Mao Zedong observed that the peaceful liberation of Beiping was “a bloodless method of struggle,” and that “the methods for resolving the more than a million remaining Nationalist troops from now on will be no more than these three: the Tianjin method, the Beiping method, and the Suiyuan method,” and that “the leading comrades of every field army should pay attention to and learn to master this method of struggle.”

(3) Displaying the Fighting Spirit of Continuous Combat Was an Important Guarantee of Overcoming the Enemy and Achieving Victory

After a long period of large-scale combat, a brief period of rest and reorganization is entirely necessary. But, when the need arises, one must also be prepared to disregard fatigue and continue fighting without pause. Once our forces had annihilated Wei Lihuang’s army group in the Liaoshen Campaign and gained complete control of the Northeast, the Nationalist forces in North China fell into confusion, unable to decide whether to withdraw or to hold their ground. At the time, our forces in North China were insufficient in number, and, in order to concentrate superior strength as quickly as possible, cut off the enemy’s line of retreat, and annihilate the North China enemy on the spot, the most important question was whether our forces in the Northeast could swiftly enter the pass and join the fighting. Given that this window of opportunity might close at any moment, the People’s Liberation Army had to display the fighting spirit of continuous combat. Before the campaign began, Fu Zuoyi mistakenly judged that the Northeast Field Army would need at least three months to rest and reorganize before it could enter the pass, and predicted that the great battle for North China would not occur until the spring of 1949, and so did not resolve on immediate flight. The Northeast Field Army, following the Central Military Commission’s instructions to enter the pass secretly ahead of schedule, disregarded fatigue, cold, and hunger, marching continuously by forced march, achieving a strategic encirclement of the enemy at the fastest possible speed — entirely beyond the enemy’s expectations. This shows clearly how vitally important it is, in guaranteeing victory in a campaign, to display this kind of excellent fighting spirit.







	## Chapter 47: The Huaihai Campaign (November 6, 1948 – January 10, 1949)





	## Chapter 48: The Yangtze River Crossing Campaign (April 20 – June 1, 1949)



	The Yangtze River Crossing Campaign was a strategic offensive campaign fought from April 20 to June 1, 1949, in which the Second and Third Field Armies of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, together with part of the Fourth Field Army, forced a crossing of the Yangtze River in its middle and lower reaches, engaging the two Nationalist army groups under Tang Enbo and Bai Chongxi. In this campaign, the Chinese People’s Liberation Army committed eight army groups, some 1.2 million men in all, while the Nationalist army committed 700,000 men. After 42 days of bloody fighting, the People’s Liberation Army, at a cost of more than 60,000 casualties, annihilated eleven corps headquarters and forty-six divisions of the Nationalist army — more than 430,000 men in all — liberating the major cities of Nanjing, Shanghai, and Wuhan, the entirety of Jiangsu and Anhui Provinces, and part of Zhejiang, Jiangxi, Hubei, and Fujian Provinces, creating important conditions for the subsequent liberation of the whole of East China and the advance into South and Southwest China. This campaign was launched after the War of Liberation had already been under way for more than three years, and after the three great strategic campaigns of Pingjin, Liaoshen, and Huaihai had already concluded in victory, reducing the Nationalist army from 4.3 million men to a mere 2 million (of which only 1.15 million were regular troops), and stripping it of the half of the country’s territory north of the Yangtze. Through three years of tempering in war, our army had, by this time, accumulated experience in large-formation operations and action across every aspect of strategic guidance, campaign planning and organization, combat power, and logistical support. This experience, tested through countless engagements, is a fine distillation of lessons that we must study and absorb again and again.



	### I. Background of the Operation and the Intentions of Both Sides



	The Yangtze is China’s greatest river, running east to west across the middle of the continent, and has always been regarded by strategists as a natural moat. In its lower reaches the river spans between 2 and more than 10 kilometers in width; its water level begins to rise each year between April and May, and particularly during the May flood season the water level surges dramatically while high winds and rough waves make crossing difficult. The broad region along the river consists of paddy fields laced with waterways, with numerous rivers and lakes, terrain unfavorable to the movement of large formations. But after the three great campaigns of Liaoshen, Huaihai, and Pingjin, and the other campaigns of the strategic decisive-battle phase, the People’s Liberation Army had already liberated the entire Northeast, most of North China, part of the Northwest, and the vast region north of the middle and lower Yangtze, and the various liberated areas had joined into a single connected whole. The total strength of the People’s Liberation Army had by now grown to 4 million men, its morale running high, its equipment further improved, and its experience in large-formation operations still richer — it was now fully confident in its ability to cross the natural moat of the Yangtze, carry out the river-crossing campaign, and liberate the whole of China.



	The People’s Liberation Army’s Operational Intentions and Force Deployment



	In February and March 1949, in accordance with the established policy of advancing south of the Yangtze, the Party Central Military Commission ordered the People’s Liberation Army’s Second and Third Field Armies, together with the forces of the Central Plains and East China Military Regions — some one million men in all — to be placed under the unified command of a five-member General Front Committee (with Deng Xiaoping as its secretary), comprising Liu Bocheng, Commander of the Second Field Army, and Deng Xiaoping, its Political Commissar, together with Chen Yi, Commander and Political Commissar of the Third Field Army, Su Yu, Deputy Commander, and Tan Zhenlin, Deputy Political Commissar. This force was to launch the river-crossing campaign, before the arrival of the May flood season, along the line running through Anqing, Wuhu, Nanjing, and Jiangyin, annihilating Tang Enbo’s army group, seizing Nanjing and Shanghai — the political and economic centers of the Nationalist government — together with the vast territory of Jiangsu, Anhui, and Zhejiang Provinces, while remaining prepared at all times to counter any possible armed intervention by the imperialist powers. At the same time, it was decided that the Fourth Field Army would form a vanguard army group, comprising the headquarters of the 12th Army Group leading the 40th and 43rd Corps, some 120,000 men in all, which would move south from the Beiping (present-day Beijing) and Tianjin area, coming under the command of the Second Field Army, to capture Xinyang, threaten Wuhan, and, together with the forces of the Central Plains Military Region, pin down Bai Chongxi’s army group in support of the Second and Third Field Armies’ river-crossing operations.



	In accordance with the intentions of the Party Central Military Commission, the disposition of the Nationalist army, and the geographical characteristics of the middle and lower Yangtze, the General Front Committee drew up, on March 31, 1949, the “Implementation Outline for the Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou Campaign,” deciding to organize eastern, central, and western assault groups, adopting the tactic of a broad front with focused multi-route assaults, and to carry out the river crossing on April 15 along the section from Jingjiang in Jiangsu Province to Wangjiang in Anhui Province, first annihilating the enemy defending the riverbank, and then developing the offensive southward to seize the cities of Nanjing, Shanghai, and Hangzhou, and occupy southern Jiangsu and Anhui Provinces and the whole of Zhejiang Province. The force deployment was as follows: the eastern assault group, comprising the Third Field Army’s 8th Army Group (commanding the 20th, 26th, 34th, and 35th Corps) and 10th Army Group (commanding the 23rd, 28th, 29th, and 31st Corps and three independent brigades of the Subei Military Region), 350,000 men in all, would be commanded by Su Yu and Zhang Zhen, chief of staff of the Third Field Army. Of these, the 34th and 35th Corps would be positioned at Quanjiao, Yizheng, and Yangzhou north of the Yangtze and would capture Guazhou, Pukou, and Puzhen, drawing out and pinning down the Nationalist forces in the Nanjing and Zhenjiang area; the main force, six corps, would cross the river along the section from Sanjiangying (north of Yangzhong) to Zhanghuanggang (east of Jingjiang), and, once successful, would advance on the Nanjing-Shanghai railway, gaining control of a section of it, blocking the Nationalist forces at Nanjing and Zhenjiang from fleeing east and those at Shanghai from reinforcing west, and would develop the offensive toward Changxing and Wuxing, joining the central assault group in cutting the Nanjing-Hangzhou highway, sealing off the escape route of the garrisons at Nanjing and Zhenjiang to the south, completing the campaign’s encirclement, and then jointly annihilating the encircled enemy. The central assault group, comprising the Third Field Army’s 7th Army Group (commanding the 21st, 22nd, and 24th Corps) and 9th Army Group (commanding the 25th, 27th, 30th, and 33rd Corps), 300,000 men in all, would be commanded by Tan Zhenlin, and would cross the river along the section from Yuxikou (north of Wuhu) to Zongyang; once successful, it would use part of its force to annihilate the riverbank garrison and monitor the defenders at Wuhu, while its main force advanced rapidly east, joining the eastern assault group in completing the encirclement of the Nationalist forces in the Nanjing, Shanghai, and Hangzhou area, and then annihilating the encircled enemy piecemeal. The 7th Army Group would also prepare to capture Hangzhou. In order to coordinate the actions of the central and eastern groups and swiftly encircle the garrisons at Nanjing and Zhenjiang, the central assault group, once across the river, would come under the unified command of Su Yu and Zhang Zhen. The western assault group, comprising the Second Field Army’s 3rd Army Group (commanding the 10th, 11th, and 12th Corps), 4th Army Group (commanding the 13th, 14th, and 15th Corps), and 5th Army Group (commanding the 16th, 17th, and 18th Corps), together with part of the Central Plains Military Region forces, 350,000 men in all, would be commanded by Liu Bocheng, together with Zhang Jichun, Deputy Political Commissar of the Second Field Army, and Li Da, chief of staff, and would cross the river along the section from Zongyang to Wangjiang; once successful, it would send one corps to advance onto the Zhejiang-Jiangxi railway at Quzhou and the area to its west and north, gaining control of a section of that railway and cutting the connection between Tang Enbo’s and Bai Chongxi’s army groups; its main force would advance east along the river, relieving the 9th Army Group of its task of annihilating the garrison at Wuhu, and would prepare to join the operation to capture Nanjing. On April 3, the Party Central Military Commission approved this plan. In order to facilitate the troops’ provisioning and avoid excessive crowding, the General Front Committee further decided, on April 17, that, once the western assault group had crossed the river, the 3rd and 5th Army Groups would advance directly onto the Zhejiang-Jiangxi railway line, while the 4th Army Group would carry out the eastward advance mission. Deng Xiaoping and Chen Yi were stationed at Yaogang, south of Hefei, representing the General Front Committee in exercising unified command over the river-crossing operations.



	The various units of the People’s Liberation Army taking part in the river-crossing operations advanced to the north bank of the Yangtze in succession from early March to early April, carrying out every manner of preparation for the campaign. They conducted education on the situation, their tasks, and the policies and discipline to be observed in newly liberated urban areas; reconnoitered the Nationalist army’s defensive deployment, fortifications, the Yangtze’s water conditions, and the terrain on both banks; and, with the help of local Party and government organs, gathered and repaired boats, so that by the eve of the crossing more than 9,400 wooden boats of every type had been assembled, and several thousand sailors selected from the troops had been trained. They also carried out tactical and technical training focused on forcing river crossings and fighting in waterlogged paddy terrain. Under the unified direction of the Party Central Committee’s East China and Central Plains Bureaus, local Party and government organs at every level mobilized and organized the broad masses of the people to support the front with all their strength; more than 10,000 boatmen alone took part in the campaign alongside the troops, together with 3 million temporary civilian laborers, and the liberated areas of Shandong and northern Jiangsu also organized sixteen civilian labor regiments to accompany and serve the army. At the same time, the various army groups also used a portion of their forces to eliminate more than ten Nationalist strongpoints on the north bank of the Yangtze, at Zongyang, Tuqiao, Yizheng, and Sanjiangying, gaining observational control over the river channel from the north bank and preparing the way for the main force’s crossing.



	The Nationalist Army’s Operational Intentions and Force Deployment



	After the three great campaigns, the Nationalist army’s regular forces still retained the designations of 71 corps and 227 divisions, some 1.15 million men, and, together with special-arms units, staff organs, schools, and local forces, its total strength stood at 2.04 million, of which only 1.46 million could actually be committed to combat. These forces were, for the most part, newly formed or reconstituted after annihilation, and were scattered across the vast regions of the Northwest, Southwest, South-Central China, South China, the area south of the Yangtze, and Taiwan, and had lost, at the strategic level, all ability to organize effective defense. In order to buy time, reorganize his forces relying on the half of the country south of the Yangtze, and await an opportunity to stage a comeback, Chiang Kai-shek, on the one hand, announced his retirement on January 21, 1949, allowing Vice President Li Zongren to serve as “Acting President” and come forward to propose peace negotiations with the Communist Party of China; while, on the other hand, he continued to hold supreme military and political authority in his capacity as Director-General of the Nationalist Party, actively expanding his forces and preparing for war. He expanded the Nanjing-Shanghai Garrison Headquarters into the Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou Garrison Headquarters, appointing Tang Enbo as commander-in-chief, exercising unified command over operations in Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Anhui Provinces and the eastern part of Jiangxi Province, and, together with the forces commanded by Bai Chongxi, commander-in-chief of the Central China “Bandit Suppression” Headquarters (renamed the Central China Military-Political Command in April), organized the defense of the Yangtze River. By April 1949, the Nationalist army had deployed 115 divisions, some 700,000 men, along the more than 1,800-kilometer stretch of the Yangtze from Yichang to Shanghai. Of these, Tang Enbo’s army group, 75 divisions, some 450,000 men, was deployed along the more than 800-kilometer section between Hukou in Jiangxi Province and Shanghai; and Bai Chongxi’s army group, 40 divisions, some 250,000 men, was deployed along the nearly 1,000-kilometer section between Hukou and Yichang. At the same time, part of the Navy’s 2nd Coastal Defense Fleet and River Defense Fleet, comprising 26 warships and 56 gunboats, were stationed at Anqing, Wuhu, Zhenjiang, Shanghai, and other sections along the Yangtze; the main force of the River Defense Fleet, comprising more than 40 vessels, was stationed and patrolled along the river at Yichang, Hankou, and Jiujiang; and four Air Force groups, comprising more than 300 aircraft in all, were positioned at Wuhan, Nanjing, and Shanghai, in support of army operations. In addition, the United States, Britain, and other countries also had warships stationed in the lower reaches of the Yangtze and off Wusongkou at Shanghai, threatening or waiting for an opportunity to obstruct the People’s Liberation Army’s crossing.



	Tang Enbo’s army group, apart from using a portion of its forces to hold a number of river islands and strongpoints on the north bank as forward defensive positions, deployed its main force — eighteen corps, fifty-four divisions — along the south bank, concentrated especially in the area east of Nanjing, while holding a certain mobile force in reserve in depth, intending, once the People’s Liberation Army attempted its crossing, to inflict heavy casualties on our forces while they were mid-river or on the beachheads, relying on the natural barrier of the Yangtze, its existing fortifications, and the support of its navy and air force; should the river defense be breached, it planned to withdraw respectively to Shanghai and along the Zhejiang-Jiangxi railway (Hangzhou-Zhuzhou), organizing a new line of defense. Its specific force deployment was as follows: the 8th Army Group, commanding the 55th, 68th, and 96th Corps, defended the section from Hukou to Tongling; the 7th “Pacification” Zone, commanding the 20th, 66th, and 88th Corps, defended the section from Tongling to Ma’anshan, with the 106th Corps of the 17th Army Group positioned at Jingxian, Ningguo, and Taiping as reserve; the 6th Army Group and the Capital Garrison Command, commanding the 28th, 45th, and 99th Corps, defended Nanjing and the areas to its east and west; the 1st “Pacification” Zone’s 4th, 21st, 51st, and 123rd Corps defended the section from Zhenjiang to Jiangyin, with the 34th Corps positioned at Danyang and Wujin as reserve; and the Songhu Garrison Command, commanding the 37th, 52nd, and 75th Corps, defended the area from Suzhou to Shanghai. In addition, the 9th Training Command, commanding the 73rd, 74th, and 85th Corps and the 18th, 67th, and 87th Corps — more than twenty divisions in all — was positioned along the Zhejiang-Jiangxi railway and in eastern Zhejiang, tasked with second-line defense. Bai Chongxi’s army group, defending the section from Hukou to Yichang, assigned twenty-seven divisions to the river defense, with its main force, the 3rd Army Group, positioned at Wuhan and the area to its east extending to Jiujiang, and thirteen divisions positioned between Changsha and Nanchang.



	### II. Course of the Operation



	The Yangtze River Crossing Campaign may be divided into three phases.



	(1) The People’s Liberation Army Breaks Through the River Defense and Occupies Nanjing, the Seat of the Nationalist Government (April 20–23, 1949)



	On April 1, 1949, the Nationalist and Communist delegations began negotiations at Beiping. In hopes of reaching an agreement favorable to the people, the People’s Liberation Army postponed its crossing several times. On April 15, the two delegations drew up the “Domestic Peace Agreement (Final Revised Draft)” and agreed to sign it on April 20. But the Nationalist government at Nanjing refused to sign, and the People’s Liberation Army, following the orders of the Party Central Military Commission, launched its river-crossing operation on the night of the 20th. Before the campaign began, the Party Central Military Commission and the General Front Committee, in order to ensure the success of the crossing, stipulated that, for every battalion of combat troops that crossed the river, the division commander must cross as well, and for every regiment that crossed, the corps commander must cross as well. In accordance with this instruction, Nie Fengzhi, commander of the 27th Corps, Wang Bicheng, commander of the 24th Corps, Cheng Jun, commander of the 25th Corps, and Teng Haiqing, commander of the 21st Corps, all crossed the river together with the assault troops. The first echelon of the central assault group — the 24th, 25th, 27th, and 21st Corps — under cover of powerful artillery fire, braving the interdiction of Nationalist warships and river-defense artillery, boarded their boats and began the crossing first, along a front of more than 100 kilometers, swiftly capturing Shiyuzhou and other river islands. They then broke through the Nationalist river-defense positions along the section from Lugang (southwest of Wuhu) to Tongling, repelling repeated counterattacks by the defending garrison and consolidating their beachheads; they then developed the offensive in depth, and by the 21st had occupied Tongling, Fanchang, and Shun’an.



	Once the People’s Liberation Army had broken through the Nationalist river defenses west of Wuhu, Tang Enbo traveled to Wuhu on the 21st to personally arrange a blocking action, but it proved of no avail. That night, the eastern and western assault groups of the People’s Liberation Army launched their own powerful river-crossing operations. The first echelon of the eastern assault group — the 23rd, 28th, and 29th Corps — deployed along the section from Longshaogang (southwest of Taixing) to Zhanghuanggang, breaking through the defending garrison at Tianshenggang (south of Taixing) and other locations, and repelling repeated counterattacks from its 45th, 21st, and 123rd Corps; by the 22nd it had advanced to the line running through Nanzha (south of Jiangyin) and Baizhangzhen (west of Shengang), establishing a beachhead more than 50 kilometers wide from east to west and more than 10 kilometers deep from north to south. At the same time, our forces won over more than 7,000 defenders of the Nationalist fortress at Jiangyin to rise up in revolt, gaining control of the Jiangyin gun batteries and sealing off the river channel. The 20th Corps began its crossing along the section from Longwokou, northwest of Taixing, to Yong’anzhou, and captured Yangzhong on the 22nd. The western assault group likewise broke through the defending garrison’s river-defense positions in its designated sector on the night of the 21st, gaining control of a beachhead more than 100 kilometers wide and 5 to 10 kilometers deep; by the 22nd it had occupied Pengze and Dongliu, and liberated Anqing. The central assault group, meanwhile, continued to develop its offensive, occupying Nanling and annihilating the greater part of the Nationalist 88th Corps.



	As the People’s Liberation Army was crossing the river, four British warships anchored in the river near Zhenjiang brazenly opened fire on our river-crossing troops on the north bank. The People’s Liberation Army immediately returned fire fiercely, striking and damaging the flagship, HMS Amethyst, after which all four warships fled toward Shanghai in succession. In response, People’s Liberation Army headquarters issued a statement sternly denouncing this act of imperialist aggression, and demanded that all armed forces of Britain, the United States, France, and other countries in China swiftly withdraw from China’s territorial waters, territory, and airspace, expressing the resolve of the Chinese people to defend their sovereignty.



	Given that its river-defense line had already been breached along its entire length, and that its forces faced the danger of being split apart and encircled by the People’s Liberation Army along the riverbank, the Nationalist army group hastily arranged a general withdrawal on the afternoon of the 22nd: the forces west of Wuhu withdrew toward the Zhejiang-Jiangxi railway line, those between Wuhu and Changzhou withdrew toward Hangzhou, and those east of Changzhou withdrew toward Shanghai, intending to organize a new line of defense along the Zhejiang-Jiangxi railway and in the Shanghai area. The People’s Liberation Army, besides organizing its second-echelon forces to continue crossing the river, pressed its main force forward into the depth of the Nationalist defenses. On the 23rd, the main force of the eastern assault group successively liberated the cities of Danyang, Changzhou, and Wuxi, cutting the Nanjing-Shanghai railway, and won over Lin Zun, commander of the Navy’s 2nd Coastal Defense Fleet, to rise up in revolt with 25 vessels on the river east of Nanjing, together with a further 23 vessels on the river at Zhenjiang. The 34th Corps occupied Zhenjiang, and the 35th Corps occupied Nanjing, the seat of the Nationalist government, on the night of the 23rd. The liberation of Nanjing marked the overthrow of the 22-year reactionary rule of Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist clique. Part of the central assault group occupied Wuhu, while its main force crossed the Qingyi River and annihilated the greater part of the Nationalist 20th Corps and part of the 99th Corps in the Wanzhi area. The western assault group occupied Guichi and Qingyang, annihilating part of the Nationalist 8th Army Group.



	While the Second and Third Field Armies were carrying out their river-crossing operations, the Fourth Field Army’s vanguard army group and the forces of the Central Plains Military Region occupied Huangmei, Xishui, and Hanchuan, east and west of Wuhan, effectively pinning down Bai Chongxi’s army group and securing the flank of the Second Field Army’s river-crossing operations.



	(2) Advancing to the Zhejiang-Jiangxi Railway, and Pursuing and Annihilating the Fleeing Enemy (April 24 – May 7)



	Our forces would surround and annihilate the Nationalist army fleeing south in the Langxi and Guangde area, occupying and cutting the Zhejiang-Jiangxi railway. After the People’s Liberation Army’s crossing had succeeded, the General Front Committee, in light of the general southward withdrawal of the Nationalist forces along the river, swiftly adjusted its offensive deployment on April 22–23: the Third Field Army, apart from assigning the headquarters of the 8th Army Group, leading the 34th and 35th Corps, to garrison duty in the Zhenjiang and Nanjing area, and the 29th Corps of the 10th Army Group to advance east and capture Suzhou while guarding the direction of Shanghai, would send its main force, under the unified command of Su Yu, advancing rapidly along the northern corridor of Lake Tai — through Danyang, Jintan, and Liyang — and along the southern corridor west of Lake Tai — through Xuancheng, Guangde, Changxing, and Wuxing (present-day Huzhou) — completing the campaign’s encirclement and annihilating the Nationalist forces fleeing south from the Nanjing, Zhenjiang, and Wuhu area, while remaining prepared at all times to capture Hangzhou. At the same time, the Second Field Army’s 4th Army Group was relieved of its task of advancing east along the river, and instead advanced alongside the 3rd and 5th Army Groups onto the Zhejiang-Jiangxi railway line, pursuing and annihilating the fleeing enemy, gaining control of the Zhejiang-Jiangxi railway, cutting the connection between Tang Enbo’s and Bai Chongxi’s army groups, and securing the flank of the Third Field Army’s operations; the 10th Corps was assigned to garrison duty in the Anqing and Wuhu area.



	Upon receiving these orders, every unit, disregarding fatigue and without waiting for their heavy weapons and baggage to arrive, overcame the difficulties of continuous rain and muddy roads and advanced rapidly toward their designated areas. On April 26, the main force of the 9th Army Group passed through Guangde; the 10th Army Group advanced to the line running through Tianwangsi and Yixing, and annihilated part of the Nationalist 4th, 28th, and 51st Corps in the area west and south of Liyang. Under our forces’ pursuit along multiple routes, the Nationalist army no longer dared to flee south along the Nanjing-Hangzhou highway, and instead shifted to the mountainous area west of Yixing, heading directly for Langxi and Guangde, attempting to break through our encirclement there and head straight for Hangzhou. On the 27th, the 29th Corps of the 10th Army Group occupied Suzhou. The main force of the Third Field Army converged at Wuxing, surrounding five Nationalist corps — the 4th, 28th, 45th, 51st, and 66th — in the area between Langxi and Guangde, and, after two days of fierce fighting, annihilated this force of more than 80,000 men entirely. On May 3, the 7th Army Group occupied Hangzhou. The Second Field Army, with the support of guerrilla forces in southern Anhui, advanced through Tunxi, Wuyuan, and Leping, and, between May 4 and 7, occupied in succession Guixi, Shangrao, Quxian, and Jinhua along the Zhejiang-Jiangxi railway, annihilating part of the Nationalist 68th, 88th, 106th, and 73rd Corps in the course of the pursuit.



	During this period, the Fourth Field Army’s vanguard army group and the forces of the Central Plains Military Region occupied Xiaogan and Huangpi, pressing close to Wuhan, pinning down the Nationalist Bai Chongxi army group from the front.



	(3) Capturing Shanghai, and Annihilating the Main Force of Tang Enbo’s Army Group (May 8 – June 1)



	After the encirclement and annihilation battle at Langxi and Guangde, part of Tang Enbo’s army group fled to Fujian, while its main force — eight corps, twenty-five divisions, more than 200,000 men in all — withdrew to hold Shanghai, continuing to resist stubbornly under Chiang Kai-shek’s personal direction. Bai Chongxi’s army group, positioned in the Wuhan area, used part of its forces to delay the Fourth Field Army’s vanguard army group’s crossing of the river, while its main force prepared to withdraw south to organize a new line of defense in the Hunan-Hubei border area, central Hunan, and western Hunan-Hubei, attempting to block the People’s Liberation Army’s advance south into Hunan, Jiangxi, Guangdong, and Guangxi, and west into Sichuan and Guizhou.



	In light of the developing war situation, the Party Central Military Commission and the General Front Committee decided that the main force of the Third Field Army’s 7th Army Group would advance into eastern and southern Zhejiang, liberating Zhejiang Province; that part of the 8th Army Group would continue its garrison duty in the Nanjing and Zhenjiang area, and would take on the task of clearing away the scattered Nationalist forces along the Jiangsu-Zhejiang-Anhui border; and that the 9th and 10th Army Groups, together with part of the 8th Army Group under their command, would capture Shanghai. The Second Field Army would rest and reorganize along the Zhejiang-Jiangxi railway between Jinhua and Dongxiang, supporting and covering the Third Field Army’s capture of Shanghai; it would use part of its forces to advance into northern Fujian and central Jiangxi, occupying Nanchang as opportunity allowed; and it would remain prepared to counter any possible armed intervention by the United States, Britain, or other countries by sea. The Fourth Field Army’s vanguard army group would await its opportunity to cross the river between Wuhan and Jiujiang, and occupy the three towns of Wuhan.



	In order to take over Shanghai, China’s largest city, intact, and to avoid damage to the urban area from the ravages of war, the Third Field Army decided that the 9th Army Group (commanding the 20th, 27th, 30th, and 31st Corps) and the 10th Army Group (commanding the 26th, 28th, 29th, and 33rd Corps) would carry out a pincer assault by way of Pudong and Puxi respectively, driving straight for Wusong, cutting off the enemy’s route of escape by sea, and forcing the enemy to surrender. Should the enemy continue to resist stubbornly, our forces would launch an assault on the urban area, splitting apart and annihilating the entire defending garrison. On May 12, the Battle of Shanghai began, with our forces first capturing the outlying cities of Kunshan, Taicang, and Jiading. In the Battle of Shanghai, our units employed flexible and mobile tactics; one platoon of the 7th Company, 235th Regiment (the “First Regiment of Jinan”), 79th Division, 27th Corps, led by political instructor Chi Haotian, destroyed a Nationalist company and forced an entire battalion to surrender, taking prisoner more than a thousand men, including a deputy regimental commander. By the 22nd, the main force of Tang Enbo’s army group had been compressed into the area north of Suzhou Creek. The Third Field Army transferred the 23rd Corps of the 7th Army Group and the 25th Corps of the 8th Army Group to reinforce the 9th and 10th Army Groups respectively. These two army groups launched an all-out assault on the Shanghai garrison on the night of the 23rd. Every attacking unit employed swift and fierce tactics, driving directly into the urban area and toward Baoshan and Wusong along multiple routes. In order to minimize damage to the buildings of the urban area, heavy weapons were avoided wherever possible. The 77th Division of the 26th Corps, led by its division commander and political commissar Wang Jianqing, attacked from Kunshan toward Jiangwan and Dachang, annihilating the enemy’s 123rd Corps and advancing smoothly into the urban area of Shanghai. By the 27th, our forces had captured Shanghai in its entirety. Apart from some 50,000 men of Tang Enbo’s army group who escaped by ship via Wusongkou, more than 150,000 were annihilated.



	During this period, the Third Field Army’s 7th Army Group, with the support of guerrilla forces in eastern and southern Zhejiang, liberated Ningbo, Fenghua, Zhenhai (present-day northern Ningbo), Wenzhou, Linhai, Huangyan, and other cities and their surrounding regions. Part of the Second Field Army liberated Nancheng in Jiangxi Province and Jianyang, Jian’ou, and Nanping in Fujian Province; another part, in support of the Fourth Field Army’s vanguard army group’s river crossing, advanced to the line running through Fengcheng and Zhangshu (present-day Qingjiang) in Jiangxi Province, and occupied Nanchang on the 22nd. The Fourth Field Army’s vanguard army group began its river-crossing operation between Hankou and Xunyang on May 14, crossing the Yangtze between Wuhan and Jiujiang. On the 15th, it won over Zhang Zhen, Deputy Commander-in-Chief of the Nationalist Central China Military-Political Command and concurrently commander of the 19th Army Group, together with more than 20,000 men, to rise up in revolt at Heshengqiao, and on the 17th liberated Wuhan, the economic center of Central China. In early June, part of the Third Field Army liberated Chongming Island, and with this, the Yangtze River Crossing Campaign came to an end.



	### III. Commentary



	The Yangtze River Crossing Campaign was the first great campaign of the War of Liberation’s strategic pursuit phase, establishing the first successful model, in the war history of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, of a large formation forcing a river crossing, and it was also a river-offensive campaign of unprecedented scale in the history of China’s revolutionary wars. It earned its place in the annals of history by thoroughly destroying the political and economic centers of Nationalist reactionary rule. By this point in the People’s War of Liberation, whether at the level of strategy and campaigns or at the level of tactics and individual combat actions, from the commanders of strategy and campaigns down to the officers and soldiers of individual companies, our operational command and combat actions had reached a state of consummate skill, and our political work, logistical support, and the people’s support of the front had likewise reached unprecedented heights; every difficulty was trampled underfoot by our forces as they pressed forward to victory in the river crossing, and the dawn of the liberation of the whole of China was already in sight. The strategic planning, campaign guidance and organization, and strategy and tactics of this campaign all offer us well-tested lessons.



	(1) Grounding Our Planning in the Possibility of Intervention by Powerful Foreign Forces, and Planning Our Military Operations from the Height of the International Strategic Landscape



	Major military operations have always been closely bound up with complex international and domestic circumstances. The Yangtze River Crossing Campaign was not merely a military contest between the Nationalist and Communist parties — behind it lay the complex relationship among the Soviet Union, the United States, and the Communist and Nationalist parties, four parties in all.



	As the People’s Liberation Army carried out its river-crossing campaign and advanced south of the Yangtze, it was bound to threaten the interests in China of the imperialist powers, particularly the United States; whether the United States would come forward to intervene in the Liberation Army’s operations was a question the campaign’s organizers had to consider first and foremost. At the time, the strategic focus of the United States lay in Europe, and it had no wish to become directly militarily entangled in the Chinese civil war; moreover, direct military involvement could not guarantee ultimate victory. When direct military involvement in the Chinese civil war came into fundamental conflict with American national interests, the American government, after weighing the advantages and disadvantages, ultimately abandoned direct military involvement in China.



	The leadership of the Party Central Committee, discerning the intentions of the American government from the subtle shifts in the relationship between the United States and Chiang Kai-shek, judged that the more swiftly they could annihilate the Nationalist army, the more they could reduce the possibility of imperialist armed intervention, and made thorough preparations to contend, should the need arise, with the world’s foremost military power. Chairman Mao Zedong observed: “We have always factored into our operational planning the possibility that the United States might directly send troops to occupy a number of coastal cities in China and fight against us. We must not abandon this calculation now, lest we find ourselves at a loss should such an eventuality come to pass. But the stronger and more resolute China’s revolutionary forces become, the smaller the possibility of direct American military intervention becomes, and the smaller, too, becomes the likelihood of continued American financial and military aid to the Nationalists. Over the past year, and especially over the past three months, the wavering and certain shifts in the American government’s attitude have borne this out. The mistaken view, present both among the Chinese people and within our own Party, that overestimates the strength of American imperialism, must continue to be pointed out and overcome.” In order to counter any possible imperialist armed intervention, the Party Central Committee and the Central Military Commission made thorough arrangements before the river-crossing campaign began: the Second and Third Field Armies would jointly manage Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Anhui, and Fujian, launching the river-crossing campaign together; it was decided that the Second Field Army would remain in East China for two years without undertaking any new maneuver, while the Fourth Field Army administered Hunan, Hubei, and Jiangxi, temporarily refraining from advancing into Guangdong and Guangxi, remaining at roughly the same latitude as the Second and Third Field Armies so that, should anything occur in East China, it could respond eastward at any moment; and the forces directly subordinate to the North China Military Region, together with the main special-arms forces of the Fourth Field Army, would guard Beiping and Tianjin, preventing the imperialist powers and the Nationalist army from harassing our rear.



	Chairman Mao Zedong’s statement that “the mistaken view, present both among the Chinese people and within our own Party, that overestimates the strength of American imperialism, must continue to be pointed out and overcome” appears, in hindsight, remarkably wise and far-sighted. For it was precisely out of concern that American and other imperialist forces might intervene by sea in our war of liberation that the main force of the Second Field Army was kept “in East China for two years without any new maneuver.” This decision was a cautious one (in practice, the force was held in place for only half a year), and it allowed the Nationalist grouping in southern Jiangxi and eastern Guangdong to linger on there, reorganizing the three corps of the 12th Army Group and positioning them in the Chaoshan area, from where they later reinforced Jinmen (Quemoy) and became the strongest enemy force our army faced when it attacked Jinmen in October 1949 — a battle in which our assault ultimately failed.



	The officers and soldiers who carried out the river-crossing operation, acting in the spirit of the Party Central Committee’s and the Military Commission’s directive that the more swiftly the Nationalist army was annihilated, the more the possibility of imperialist armed intervention would be reduced, broke through the river defenses at a speed the Nationalist army had never anticipated, capturing Nanjing, Wuhan, Shanghai, and other cities in succession, and annihilating a great deal of the Nationalist army’s effective strength. When the British warship HMS Amethyst attempted to obstruct the People’s Liberation Army’s crossing, our forces responded with resolute force, demonstrating the attitude of the Chinese people toward imperialist armed intervention, and forcing British and American warships to withdraw from Wusongkou on the eve of the Battle of Shanghai, never daring to land troops and intervene directly. This proves that, by grounding our planning in the possibility of intervention from powerful enemies, eliminating every manner of disruptive factor, holding firmly to our resolve to carry out the river-crossing operation, refusing to be intimidated by superstition or fear, maintaining a resolute attitude, making thorough preparations, and handling foreign affairs appropriately, we were able to annihilate the enemy swiftly — and the possibility of imperialist armed intervention was correspondingly reduced or eliminated entirely.



	(2) Planning Military Operations Around the Overall Political Picture, with Military Struggle Subordinated to the Needs of the Larger Situation



	The relationship between political struggle and military struggle is dialectical. Political struggle determines the character, purpose, development, and outcome of military struggle, and permeates and runs through the entire course of military struggle. Military struggle likewise exerts a tremendous reciprocal effect on political struggle. It affects the realization of political struggle’s aims, the progress of political struggle, and the evolution of policy and strategy. It can also awaken the political consciousness of the people. Throughout the entire course of the Yangtze River Crossing Campaign, the Party Central Committee and the Central Military Commission tightly integrated military struggle with political struggle, never permitting any military action to stand independent of the overall political struggle; and, at the same time, political struggle likewise took full account of the requirements of military struggle, as well as the influence of natural geographic conditions and other factors on military struggle.



	With the People’s War of Liberation on the verge of nationwide victory and the Nationalist government on the brink of extinction, the ruling Nationalist clique, seeking to buy time and reorganize its military strength by relying on the half of the country’s territory south of the Yangtze, in hopes of staging a comeback, decided to play the “peace negotiations” card once again. Once the Nationalists had raised this banner of “peace negotiations,” the leaders of the Communist Party of China, who had dealt with Chiang Kai-shek for many years, naturally understood perfectly well the true purpose behind his “peace talks.” But ordinary members of the public did not understand the schemes of the reactionaries, and the people, having suffered so grievously from the ravages of war, yearned to obtain peace as soon as possible. In order to help the people understand the true situation and support the great cause of the War of Liberation, the Communist Party of China, on the one hand, vigorously strengthened its propaganda work, exposing the Nationalist reactionaries’ scheme of “peace talks”; while, on the other hand, it issued a statement declaring: although the Chinese People’s Liberation Army possessed ample strength and ample justification, and was indeed confident that it could, within a comparatively short time, completely annihilate the remaining forces of the reactionary Nationalist government, nevertheless, in order to bring the war to a swift end, achieve genuine peace, and reduce the suffering of the people, the Communist Party of China was willing to conduct peace negotiations, on the basis of the eight conditions, with the reactionary Nationalist government at Nanjing and with any other Nationalist government or military clique.



	Whether the Nationalist-Communist negotiations succeeded or failed, the People’s Liberation Army still had to cross the river, because crossing the river and advancing south bore directly on the future and destiny of the Chinese revolution. Whether the crossing would be peaceful or would require fighting depended on the outcome of the negotiations. The choice of timing for the crossing had to take fully into account political, military, natural, and geographic factors. The People’s Liberation Army had originally planned to move out in mid-March and cross the river by the end of March. But the ongoing progress of the Nationalist-Communist negotiations had a considerable bearing on the crossing. Had the river-crossing campaign been launched while negotiations were still under way, it would have been politically disadvantageous for the Communist Party of China. But had negotiations dragged on indefinitely, delaying the crossing, the opportunity to fight would have been lost, affecting future operations. In order to give the negotiations the best chance of reaching an agreement favorable to the people, and to ensure that the crossing proceeded from the most politically advantageous position, the Party Central Military Commission, with the People’s Liberation Army’s preparations for the crossing already complete, engaged in repeated consultation with the General Front Committee over the question of postponing the crossing. The General Front Committee pointed out: every year, flooding begins in early May, and the water level in May is even higher than in July or August; the lake regions on both banks would be inundated, and the Yangtze’s surface would become extremely wide, making it extremely difficult to organize a river-crossing operation once that point arrived. At the same time, with our million-strong army crowded along the riverbank, food and firewood were already in extremely short supply; were the crossing postponed too long, our troops would have to be withdrawn. Our view, therefore, was that postponement could only be considered under conditions that would guarantee a peaceful crossing; otherwise, we should also plan for the possibility that the enemy might renege, and, should the great river prove too difficult to overcome, prepare to postpone the crossing until after autumn. Given the current condition of our troops, an immediate crossing offered a good chance of success; it would be more advantageous to force the crossing of the Yangtze first, and then seek a peaceful takeover afterward. The leaders of the Second and Third Field Armies reported the various disadvantages of postponing the crossing to the Party Central Committee and the Military Commission, arguing for launching the river-crossing operation on April 15 as originally planned. Based on the above circumstances and the progress of the negotiations, the Central Military Commission decided, at 5:00 a.m. on April 11, 1949, that the river-crossing operation would be postponed by one week, from the 15th to the 22nd. This decision fully demonstrated the magnanimity and exhaustive goodwill of the Communist Party of China toward the Nationalist government; should the other side fail to repent, the fault would lie entirely with them, while our own position would remain entirely justified. On April 20, the Nationalist government refused to sign the “Domestic Peace Agreement (Final Revised Draft).” That very night, the People’s Liberation Army’s central group launched its river-crossing operation immediately. On the 21st, the eastern and western assault groups forced their crossing of the Yangtze. The repeated postponements of the crossing were all made in order to closely coordinate with the negotiating struggle between the Nationalist and Communist parties, and were strictly constrained by the progress of the negotiations. In addition, throughout the entire course of the river-crossing campaign, the liberation of Shanghai stands as a particularly striking example of military struggle being subordinated to the needs of political struggle. Viewed purely from a military standpoint, the liberation of Shanghai could have been achieved at least half a month earlier. But because the People’s Liberation Army’s various tasks of taking over the city required time to prepare — from assembling and organizing the takeover organs and cadres, to preparing every manner of economic material — this could not be accomplished in a single stroke, and the timing of the assault on Shanghai had to be subordinated to, and made to serve, the degree of preparation for the various tasks of taking over the city. Had Shanghai been captured hastily, the destruction wrought by war would have seriously affected municipal construction, the people’s livelihood, and industrial production, resulting instead in unnecessary upheaval and chaos, and this industrialized metropolis would have been unable, under the leadership of the newborn regime, to make the contribution it ought to have made to the recovery and development of New China’s economy. In the course of capturing Shanghai, the question arose: which mattered more — the tall buildings, or the blood of our soldiers? Nie Fengzhi, who was responsible for the assault on the city, said: I love both our soldiers and the buildings! We must not, in a moment of emotional impulse, destroy the buildings — we must both annihilate the enemy and preserve the city intact. This was what the overall political struggle required, and military struggle had to be subordinated to this larger picture.



	(3) Correct Strategic Guidance and Flexible, Mobile Strategy and Tactics Were the Key to the Campaign’s Success



	Crossing the river and advancing south was a strategic decision that the Party Central Committee and the Central Military Commission had planned meticulously over a long period. As early as July 1947 and January 1948, the Party Central Military Commission had twice proposed operational plans for part of the East China Field Army to cross the river and advance south, but neither was implemented because conditions were not yet ripe. Once the Huaihai Campaign had concluded in victory, the surviving Nationalist forces withdrew en masse to hold the area south of the Yangtze, and the region north of the lower Yangtze was essentially liberated. On this basis, the Party Central Military Commission required the Central Plains and East China Field Armies to carry out, from January 15 to March 31, 1949, five phases of rest and reorganization and the completion of every preparation for the river-crossing operation, and then to await orders to move out. A lean and efficient command structure for the river-crossing campaign, formed by the Party Central Military Commission, the General Front Committee, and the front committees of the various field armies, took specific responsibility for the decision-making, organization, and execution of the campaign.



	The General Front Committee, based on the intentions of the Party Central Military Commission and the Nationalist army’s river-defense deployment, conducted a comprehensive analysis of the favorable conditions and various difficulties the People’s Liberation Army would face in carrying out the river-crossing operation. After repeated deliberation, it drew up, on March 31, 1949, the “Implementation Outline for the Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou Campaign.” This outline was concise and to the point, not only clearly specifying the timing of the operation, the tasks and directions of movement of the various units, and the specific objectives of the operation, but also thoroughly analyzing the several possible changes in the enemy situation that might arise once the People’s Liberation Army had successfully crossed the river, and proposing effective countermeasures. It determined that the Second and Third Field Armies would form central, eastern, and western assault groups, adopting the tactic of pincer assault combined with a broad front and focused multi-route attacks, first breaking through the river defenses, then splitting apart and destroying the fleeing enemy, and occupying southern Jiangsu, southern Anhui, and the whole of Zhejiang Province, thoroughly destroying the political and economic centers of Nationalist reactionary rule. It analyzed four possible changes the enemy situation might undergo after our forces crossed the river, placing the focus of campaign command on achieving a swift breakthrough and the convergence of the central and eastern groups, so as to strive to annihilate the enemy in the course of its flight; it clarified the relationships of command, emphasizing close coordination among the three great groups; and it made thorough arrangements for campaign logistics, ensuring genuinely effective logistical support.



	The “Implementation Outline for the Nanjing-Shanghai-Hangzhou Campaign” provided the basis and guide, at the macro level, for controlling the overall course of the campaign and exercising correct campaign command. But the battlefield changes from moment to moment. It is necessary to act flexibly according to changing circumstances, or else one falls into the error of dogmatism, delaying or even losing the opportunity to fight. Once the campaign began, the General Front Committee and the leaders of the field armies, in response to changes in the battlefield situation, revised the operational plan in a timely manner and continually devised new tactics, fully demonstrating superb military command artistry that consistently outmatched the enemy. For instance, the original plan called for the Second Field Army, once it had crossed the river, to send its main force out along the Zhejiang-Jiangxi line while part of its force advanced east to capture Wuhu and Nanjing. But once the campaign began and the Second Field Army broke through the river defenses, the enemy collapsed along the entire front and fled en masse toward Shanghai, Hangzhou, and the Zhejiang-Jiangxi line. The General Front Committee made a swift, decisive judgment, relieving the 4th Army Group of its original task of capturing and taking over Nanjing, and instead having the 3rd and 5th Army Groups advance side by side directly onto the Zhejiang-Jiangxi line, so as to sever the strategic connection between Tang Enbo’s and Bai Chongxi’s army groups. At the same time, it ordered the central group to advance east rapidly, supporting the eastern group’s operations, so as to create a favorable situation of splitting apart, encircling, and defeating the enemy piecemeal. In order to unify action, once our forces had crossed the Yangtze, the General Front Committee promptly reaffirmed that the central group would come under the unified command of Su Yu and Zhang Zhen. This played an important role in achieving the splitting apart and encirclement of the fleeing enemy.



	Adopting flexible campaign dispositions and tactical methods, tailored to the campaign’s tasks and to the varying enemy situation and terrain, was another successful lesson of the river-crossing campaign. The river-crossing campaign was a strategic campaign made up of multiple forms of combat — forcing the crossing of the Yangtze, amphibious landing, pursuit, encirclement and annihilation, and urban assault. Our forces, tempered by years of continuous fighting throughout the War of Liberation, had trained commanders and troops at every level, and fought with ever-greater skill and ever-greater success, with ever-fewer casualties and ever-more prisoners taken. How to adopt ingenious campaign dispositions and flexible tactical methods, in keeping with the operational tasks, the enemy situation, and the terrain characteristic of each stage, was of critical importance to achieving victory in the campaign. The General Front Committee planned according to circumstances, devising one ingenious stratagem after another. For instance, in response to the enemy’s overextended thousand-li river defense, stretched thin in a single-line deployment with weak defense in depth and insufficient reserves, and given the People’s Liberation Army’s reliance on wooden sailboats for the crossing, insufficient in number, with few points from which to launch the crossing, the General Front Committee divided its seven army groups into eastern, central, and western assault groups, carrying out a simultaneous multi-route assault along a front more than 600 kilometers wide, with focused emphasis at key points. In response to the characteristic bulge northward of the river at Zhenjiang, Nanjing, and Wuhu south of the Yangtze, where the river curves north, it decided to use part of the forces of the central and eastern groups to pin down the defenders at Wuhu, Nanjing, and Zhenjiang from the north bank directly, while its main force swung around on both the eastern and western flanks — along the Jiangyin-Yangzhong section and the Lugang-Tongling section — carrying out a converging pincer assault, swiftly driving into the enemy’s campaign depth, and achieving the encirclement and annihilation of the defenders and fleeing forces at Wuhu, Nanjing, and Zhenjiang. In response to the differing circumstances of the urban area and outskirts of Shanghai, it adopted the tactic of swinging around the urban area from both the eastern and western flanks of the Huangpu River and pincering Wusong — that is, cutting off the defending garrison’s route of escape by sea while achieving a campaign-level encirclement of the defenders within the urban area of Shanghai. The forces attacking the urban area carried out multi-route assaults within the city, relying chiefly on small units, combining firepower, demolition, and assault in small-group attacks on fortified positions, contesting the city block by block and building by building, compressing the enemy into its core positions, and then splitting apart and infiltrating along multiple routes, annihilating the enemy piece by piece. These mobile and flexible campaign dispositions and tactical methods, tailored to the enemy situation and terrain, achieved excellent results.



	Overcoming the natural barrier of the Yangtze and carrying out the river-crossing operation required basic technical and tactical grounding, and targeted technical and tactical training. To this end, the officers and soldiers of the People’s Liberation Army first practiced swimming, life aboard ship, and shipboard operational skills, while simultaneously encouraging innovation and invention in training, solving problems such as water rescue and increasing boat speed; they then organized tactical drills, simulated landings, and night navigation exercises according to the size and performance of the boats, formed into task groups. Through repeated exploration, they established a set of tactical principles suited to river-crossing operations: combining regular forced crossings with prior covert crossings, with forced crossing as the main method and covert crossing creating the conditions for it; cadres at every level commanding from the front — for every company that crossed, the regimental commander had to cross as well, and for every regiment that crossed, the corps commander had to cross as well — not only strengthening organizational command during the crossing, but also making it easier to rally the troops after landing and commit them, as intact formations, to combat in depth; once the first echelon had landed successfully, it was to occupy, consolidate, and gradually expand the beachhead first, actively receiving and coordinating with follow-on forces and neighboring units on both flanks, and, where the enemy situation was unclear, was not to infiltrate blindly into the depth; follow-on forces, once landed, were first to join the first echelon in crushing the defending garrison’s counterattacks, and then to develop rapidly toward both flanks and into the defenders’ depth; and fire-support boat flotillas were organized specifically to counter harassment from Nationalist warships and aircraft, covering the safe crossing of the main body of boats, among other measures. Once the river-crossing campaign began, every unit conscientiously implemented and fully embodied these principles, making full use of the Nationalist army’s weaknesses and the terrain of the Yangtze, using wooden boats as their vehicle, deploying in sections along the enemy’s more than 1,800-kilometer Yangtze defense line, combining focused breakthroughs, pincer assaults, and pursuit in depth, swiftly breaking through the enemy’s Yangtze defense line, pursuing the enemy across great distances, advancing to and beyond the Zhejiang-Jiangxi railway line, splitting apart Tang Enbo’s and Bai Chongxi’s army groups, and liberating the area south of the Yangtze and the other half of the nation’s territory, achieving a decisive victory.



	(4) Making Thorough Preparations for the Campaign and Actively Mobilizing the Masses Were an Important Guarantee of Victory



	The Party Central Committee weighed the situation carefully: on the one hand, it negotiated openly and honestly with the Nationalists, seeking to liberate the area south of the Yangtze by peaceful means; on the other hand, it repeatedly educated both the people and the army that, although peace talks between the Nationalist and Communist parties had resumed and a peaceful crossing was possible, they must not be deceived by the Nationalists’ loud cries for peace talks, and that every deployment and every piece of work carried out by the People’s Liberation Army must proceed from the premise that, should negotiations break down, the river would be crossed by force — thorough and solid preparations for the river-crossing operation had to be made. In accordance with the intentions and requirements of the Party Central Military Commission regarding the river-crossing operation, the Second and Third Field Armies, once the Huaihai Campaign had concluded, broadly mobilized the Party, government, army, and people, racing against time to carry out every preparation for the campaign. These preparations covered many aspects, chiefly comprising five elements: pre-crossing reconnaissance of the river and of the area behind enemy lines; the procurement of boats for the crossing; the education and training of boatmen; the preparation and stockpiling of supplies; and military and political education and training.



	The various units taking part in the river-crossing operation placed great emphasis on pre-battle reconnaissance. Through thorough reconnaissance and analysis of the river crossing and of the area behind enemy lines, they essentially clarified the Nationalist army’s troop deployment, command system, command positions, fire support arrangements, fortification layout, and the patterns of its naval vessels’ activity; they mastered the terrain on both banks of the river, the Yangtze’s water conditions, the patterns of its tides, changes in the weather, and the relatively ideal points from which to launch the crossing and to land. This not only provided a reliable basis for drawing up specific plans for the river-crossing operation, but also further strengthened the confidence and courage of our broad ranks of officers and soldiers as they prepared to cross the Yangtze.



	Before the river-crossing campaign, the Party Central Military Commission and the General Front Committee repeatedly required every unit to conscientiously carry out the various preparations for the river-crossing operation, particularly by firmly grasping the key task of ensuring a smooth crossing of the wide expanse of the river. As early as the conclusion of the Jinan Campaign, the East China Field Army had already dispatched cadres to northern Jiangsu and other areas to plan the procurement of boats. During the Huaihai Campaign, mobilization for building and gathering boats had already begun in central Jiangsu and northern Anhui. In early January 1949, once the various participating units had reached the riverbank, every combat unit at regimental level and above established a dedicated organ for procuring and managing boats, responsible for collecting, allocating, and managing boats and for educating boatmen. These organs, with the assistance of local Party and government bodies, mobilized the masses broadly and thoroughly. Through this effort, by early April 1949, the Second and Third Field Armies had together procured more than 9,400 boats for transporting troops, with each corps of the first echelon having an average of 500 to 600 boats.



	In order to ensure victory in the river-crossing operation, our units also did a great deal of work with the local boatmen taking part in the campaign. Beginning by showing concern for their livelihoods, they carried out education in a variety of forms, helping the boatmen understand the great and favorable situation in which the revolution was on the verge of nationwide victory, and helping them grasp the enormous significance of the river-crossing operation and the overthrow of reactionary Nationalist rule, as well as its bearing on the boatmen’s own vital interests. Our broad ranks of officers and soldiers cared for, cherished, and united with the boatmen with brotherly warmth, respecting them and humbly seeking their guidance, deepening the class solidarity between the army and the boatmen, and building the ideological foundation of crossing the river together in the same boat toward victory. Through lectures, heart-to-heart talks, and other methods, they gave the boatmen basic military instruction, and carried out practical drills together with the soldiers, resolving problems of coordination between the boarding troops and the boatmen and eliminating their ideological concerns. They also worked together with local Party and government organs to research and formulate measures to subsidize the families of boatmen who joined the campaign in support of the front, in cases of hardship. This series of effective measures roused the boatmen’s enthusiasm for taking part in the campaign, and they declared one after another that they were determined to “see the great army safely across the river” and competed to be “the first boat to cross.” At the same time, our troops themselves trained several thousand sailors, and strengthened water training for the assault forces. With this, the problems of boats and boatmen were resolved satisfactorily, creating the essential precondition for the river-crossing operation.



	During the long period in which our million-strong army concentrated on the north bank of the Yangtze in preparation for the crossing, and in the course of the river-crossing operation itself, enormous quantities of supplies were needed, and large numbers of wounded required treatment in the fighting. Under the unified leadership of the Party Central Military Commission and the General Front Committee, and under the direct organization and planning of the Party Central Committee’s East China and Central Plains Bureaus, front-support committees were formed at every level, made up chiefly of local Party and government organs, with the participation of military logistical departments; the broad masses of the people, men and women, young and old alike, threw themselves into supporting the front with tremendous enthusiasm, setting off a wave of front-support activity on an unprecedented scale. According to statistics from the Third Field Army, with the full support of local Party organizations, governments, and the masses of the people, in the space of just three or four months, more than 8,000 boats were gathered, more than 19,000 boatmen mobilized, 450 million jin of grain transported along with ample supplies of oil, salt, vegetables, fuel, and fodder, 7,700 civilian laborers and sixteen “Sons and Brothers” regiments mobilized to accompany the army in support, and a further 3.32 million civilian laborers transported grain, repaired roads, and strung telegraph lines, establishing several hundred supply stations, grain depots, boatyards, and field hospitals of every size, forming an enormous logistical supply and transport network, fully realizing the principle that “wherever people are needed, people are provided; wherever boats are needed, boats are provided; wherever grain is needed, grain is provided,” and that “wherever the troops advance, the support of the people follows.” The active front-support efforts of the masses and of local Party and government organs not only greatly inspired the enthusiasm of our broad ranks of officers and men to take part in the fighting, but the substantial stockpile of supplies and the powerful transport capacity assembled within so short a time not only met the needs of our million-strong army’s river-crossing operation, but also made the material preparations needed for taking over Nanjing, Shanghai, and other major cities after the crossing, and for our great army’s continued advance to the south.









Chapter 49: The War to Resist U.S. Aggression and Aid Korea (October 25, 1950 – July 27, 1953)

The War to Resist U.S. Aggression and Aid Korea was a war against aggression waged by the Chinese people, after their seizure of political power, through the organization of a volunteer army, in order to resist America and aid Korea, defend the homeland, and safeguard world peace. In this war we faced the world’s foremost economic and military power — a fully modernized American military that had just emerged victorious from the Second World War. It was a war fought between sides of starkly unequal economic and military strength, beginning on October 25, 1950 and ending on July 27, 1953, and lasting two years and nine months in all. In the course of the war, the forces committed by the so-called “United Nations Command,” led by the United States, together with the South Korean army, reached more than two million men. Of these, the United States committed one-third of its army, one-fifth of its air force, and nearly half its navy to the Korean battlefield, employing every modern weapon short of the atomic bomb, expending more than 73 million tons of war matériel of every kind, and spending 83 billion US dollars on the war. The Volunteer Army committed more than 1.3 million men over the course of the war, expending more than 5.6 million tons of war matériel of every kind, at a cost of 6.2 billion yuan renminbi. At the cost of more than 360,000 of its own men killed and wounded, the Volunteer Army killed, wounded, and captured more than 710,000 of the enemy, defeating the invading forces of sixteen nations led by the United States together with the South Korean army, winning the war, and making a major contribution to safeguarding world peace and advancing the cause of human progress. In studying and researching this battle case, our focus is on the Volunteer Army’s experience of defeating a technologically superior enemy with inferior equipment, without control of the air or the sea — an experience of great significance and value for our army’s modernization and for the study of future wars against aggression.


I. Background of the Operation and the Intentions of Both Sides

After the end of the Second World War, the international situation underwent enormous change. Of the six strongest imperialist powers before the war, Germany, Italy, and Japan had all been defeated, and Britain and France had also declined, so that the world capitalist system had been severely weakened — the United States alone remained. Certain countries across Europe and Asia had already thrown off the imperialist yoke and established people’s democracies, and socialism had broken out of the confines of a single country to become a world-spanning camp. The national-democratic revolutionary movements of colonial and semi-colonial peoples surged forward vigorously, striking hard blows against imperialist colonial rule. The world now took shape as two opposing camps — an imperialist camp and a socialist camp — and the contradictions and struggle between these two camps became a new feature of international conflict in the postwar period.

American imperialism, having made a fortune from the Second World War, relied on its powerful economic and military strength to actively pursue policies of aggression and war, in a vain attempt to dominate the entire world. It treated the socialist countries and the people’s democracies as enemies, continually engaging in interference, subversion, and war propaganda against them. In May 1948, the United States completely abandoned the wartime Allied agreements on the Korean question, installing the puppet Syngman Rhee clique in power in the southern half of Korea and establishing the “Republic of Korea” government, engineering the division of the Korean nation, obstructing the realization of Korea’s independence and unification, and scheming to turn Korea into its own colony and a forward base for further aggression and expansion. In response, the Korean people in the northern half of Korea established the government of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, with Kim Il Sung as premier. Democratic Korea firmly advocated holding a general election across the whole of Korea, free of any foreign interference, to establish a unified central government and achieve unification through self-determination. The Syngman Rhee clique, however, backed by the United States, unreasonably rejected this proposal — one that accorded with the fundamental interests of the Korean nation — and clung instead to the reactionary policy of “unification by force,” openly proclaiming that “the division of North and South can only be resolved through war,” and immediately stepping up its war preparations and armed provocations along the “38th Parallel.” As a result, the struggle between progressive and reactionary forces in Korea grew increasingly sharp, and the situation became ever more serious, until, on June 25, 1950, civil war finally broke out in Korea.

In order to maintain its hegemonic position in Asia and carry out its policy of aggression, the United States intervened militarily at once. On June 26, U.S. President Truman ordered the American naval and air forces stationed in the Far East into action, in support of the South Korean (ROK) army. On the 27th, Truman issued a statement announcing that troops would be sent to invade Korea. On the same day, with neither of the two permanent members the Soviet Union and China taking part, the United States manipulated the UN Security Council into passing an illegal resolution, using it to muster an invasion force for the Korean War and to dress that force up in the guise of a “United Nations Command.”1 From this point on, the Korean people’s domestic revolutionary war for independence and unification was transformed into a war of national liberation against imperialist aggression.

The heroic Korean people were not cowed by the ferocious bluster of American imperialism. On July 8, Premier Kim Il Sung delivered a radio address expressing, on behalf of the Korean people, their firm resolve to resist. “Our people,” he declared, “will never again be made colonial slaves.” The Korean people firmly answered Premier Kim Il Sung’s call, dealing the US-led invading forces powerful blows through resolute combat action. Seoul was liberated on June 26, Daejeon was captured on July 20, and Major General Dean, commander of the US 24th Division, was taken prisoner alive. By mid-August, some 90 percent of South Korean territory had been liberated, and the “United Nations Command” had been compressed into a narrow area of 10,000 square kilometers east of the Nakdong River. The American invasion force put up a last-ditch resistance while continuing to funnel reinforcements through the port of Busan, preparing to counterattack. The war settled into a stalemate.

After the United States launched its armed invasion of Korea, the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party and Chairman Mao Zedong, taking the long view, analyzed the situation of the Korean War and made two forecasts for how the war might develop: one, a swift resolution, in which the Korean people would quickly win victory and drive the American aggressors into the sea; the other, a protracted struggle, in which the United States would continue to send reinforcements, even landing in northern Korea, expanding the scale of the war and turning it into a protracted conflict. Especially once the Korean People’s Army reached the Nakdong River and the fighting there settled into a stalemate with the enemy, the Party Central Committee made clear that the likelihood of the war turning protracted, with the United States expanding it further, was growing by the day.

On this basis, in order to defend the Northeast and support Korea, the Party Central Committee promptly adopted a series of contingency measures: organizing a Northeast Border Defense Army more than 250,000 strong and completing its concentration in the eastern part of the Northeast; subsequently redeploying two army groups to the Tianjin–Pukou and Longhai railway lines to provide support for the Northeast; and, at the same time, drawing up air-defense plans for major cities and relocating part of the industrial facilities and strategic matériel of southern Manchuria.

On September 15, taking advantage of the fact that the main force of the Korean People’s Army was engaged in fighting in the Nakdong River area of southern Korea, the US army landed its 10th Corps at Incheon on Korea’s west coast, joining with the forces at the front to catch the Korean People’s Army in a pincer from two directions, and pushing north. The war situation now changed abruptly, and sharply, to the disadvantage of the Korean People’s Army.

On September 30, Zhou Enlai delivered a speech warning the United States: the Chinese people would absolutely not tolerate foreign aggression, nor would they stand idly by while imperialists ran rampant in aggression against their own neighbor. Subsequently, the Chinese government further made its position clear to the US government through diplomatic channels. When American and South Korean forces were on the verge of reaching the “38th Parallel,” Premier Zhou, through India, warned the United States: “American forces are attempting to cross the ‘38th Parallel’ and expand the war. If American forces truly do this, we cannot sit by and ignore it — we will intervene.”

Whether or not China should send troops to aid Korea was consistently a major question debated within American political and military circles, and a principal factor shaping US political and military decision-making. The US National Security Council advised the President: “America’s freedom of action is constrained by three factors: first, the actions of the Soviet Union and the Chinese Communists; second, the agreements reached with allied nations within the United Nations; and third, the danger of touching off a general war. If there is no possibility that the Soviet Union or the Chinese Communists will enter the war, General MacArthur should extend his line of operations north of the ‘38th Parallel’ and draw up plans for occupying North Korea; if the Soviet Union or the Chinese Communists do enter the war, ground forces are not to be extended north of the ‘38th Parallel.’” But once American forces had landed at Incheon, and as the war situation in Korea developed in a direction favorable to the Americans and South Koreans — especially after they had successfully broken through the “38th Parallel” and pushed north — the United States made a series of mistaken judgments.

In October 1950, Truman flew specially to Wake Island in the mid-Pacific to confer with MacArthur on the question of whether China would send troops. MacArthur held that China, not yet a year old as a nation, was still too weak in national strength and military power to dare send troops into the war, stating in his report: “It is a fact that the Chinese Communists have concentrated 400,000 troops in Manchuria; however, in my professional judgment, with the Allied forces in command of the air, the Chinese Communist leadership would not be so foolish as to commit large regular forces to the Korean front, since their main force would be destroyed by Allied air power before it could even reach the outskirts of Pyongyang.” He further held that the two most favorable moments for China to intervene — while the American and South Korean forces were encircled in the narrow area east of the Nakdong River, and while the US forces had not yet consolidated their foothold at Incheon — had both already passed. He judged that the likelihood of China sending troops was “very slight,” that it posed “no cause for concern,” and that he was “confident that resistance in both North and South Korea will end by Thanksgiving.” He declared the war against Korea already “won.” Disregarding China’s repeated warnings, the American command greatly accelerated its advance toward the Sino-Korean border. At the same time, in order to deceive world opinion and forestall Chinese intervention, it went out of its way to declare that, apart from South Korean forces, the United Nations Command would advance no closer than 40 miles from the Sino-Korean border, establishing the so-called “MacArthur Line” as a buffer zone. On October 1, American and South Korean forces broke through the “38th Parallel,” going on to occupy Pyongyang and Wonsan and pushing forward to the Chongchon River line, cutting off the northward route of retreat for the main force of the Korean People’s Army. At this point the United States believed that the capture of Pyongyang “symbolized the complete defeat of North Korea,” and that organized resistance had ceased to exist.

With American forces having landed at Incheon and broken through the “38th Parallel” to push north, the war situation in Korea changed abruptly. Under these grave circumstances, the Korean Workers’ Party and the government of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, on behalf of the Korean people, requested that our country send troops to their aid. On the question of whether to send troops, the Party Central Committee faced a major strategic choice. At the time, our revolutionary victory was not yet a year old, the wounds of war had not yet healed, the economy was in considerable difficulty, three to four million workers were unemployed in the cities, thirty to forty million peasants in the countryside had suffered flood and drought damage, small bands of Nationalist and bandit forces still urgently needed to be eliminated, and the Nationalist army on Taiwan stood ready at any moment to counterattack the mainland under American protection. Meanwhile, the adversary we faced — the United States — was a highly developed industrial nation, whose combined 1950 agricultural and industrial output value stood at 150.7 billion US dollars (against our own 57.4 billion yuan renminbi), and whose steel output exceeded 87.7 million tons (against our own 610,000 tons) — its national strength far surpassing our own.

In the first half of October 1950, the Party Central Committee, under the chairmanship of Mao Zedong, convened repeated meetings to analyze the situation comprehensively and in depth, and to fully assess the difficulties involved. Chairman Mao Zedong pointed out: “If the whole of Korea is occupied by the United States, and the Korean revolution suffers defeat, then the American aggressors will grow still more rampant, reactionary forces at home and abroad will be emboldened, and this will be disadvantageous to every side — disadvantageous, first of all, to the Northeast. Our sending troops will be of tremendous benefit to China, to Korea, to the East, and to the world.” “In sum, we hold that we should enter the war, that we must enter the war, that the benefits of entering the war are enormous, and that the harm of not entering the war would be enormous.” He proposed making preparations on two fronts: first, that sending troops to Korea must resolve the problem, namely, annihilating and driving out the American aggressor forces within Korean territory; and second, preparing for the possibility that the United States might declare a state of war with China, bombing our major cities and industrial bases and attacking our coastal areas with its navy. At the same time, Chairman Mao Zedong pointed out: “But so long as the Korean problem is resolved, then although the severity of the second problem would remain, it would still work to the advantage of both the revolutionary front and of China.” At the same time, the Central Committee also anticipated that, through our army’s vigorous fighting, it might be possible to compel the United States to negotiate with us. On this basis — to save Korea from its dire crisis and to safeguard the security of our own country and world peace — the Political Bureau of the Party Central Committee resolutely made the strategic decision to resist America, aid Korea, and defend the homeland.

On October 8, the Chinese People’s Revolutionary Military Commission issued an order redesignating the Northeast Border Defense Army as the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army. It then began crossing the Yalu River at Andong, Changdian River Mouth, Ji’an, and other points, moving out to the Korean battlefield.

“United Nations Command” War Aims: To conquer the whole of Korea, destroy Kim Il Sung’s Korean Workers’ Party regime, consolidate the South Korean regime, strike at the socialist camp, and complete a strategic encirclement.

Volunteer Army War Aims: To strike at the arrogant aggression of American imperialism; to deliver a resolute response to American imperialism’s armed invasion of Korea, its grave threat to our country’s security, and its forcible occupation of our territory of Taiwan; to defend our newly founded republic; to support the regime of the Korean working people; to consolidate the socialist camp; and to safeguard world peace.

“United Nations Command” Forces Committed: The so-called “United Nations Command” was made up of the forces of sixteen nations led by the United States, together with the South Korean army, with a total committed strength of more than two million men, 10,040 aircraft, more than 4,000 tanks, and 8,800 artillery pieces of various types. At the outbreak of the war, the commander-in-chief of the “United Nations Command” was General MacArthur, commander-in-chief of US Far East forces (succeeded in turn by Ridgway and Clark).

Volunteer Army Forces Committed: Together with the Korean People’s Army, the Volunteer Army committed a total strength of some 1.8 million men, of whom 1.35 million were from our own forces. At the outbreak of the war, the Volunteer Army’s commander was Peng Dehuai (succeeded in turn by Chen Geng and Deng Hua); Deng Hua served as deputy commander and political commissar; Hong Xuezhi and Han Xianchu served as deputy commanders; and Xie Fang served as chief of staff.



II. Course of the Operation

On October 19, 1950, four armies of the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army (the 38th, 39th, 40th, and 42nd Armies), led by Commander and Political Commissar Peng Dehuai, crossed the Yalu River secretly along three routes and entered Korea, fighting shoulder to shoulder with the Korean People’s Army. October 25 marked the opening of the War to Resist U.S. Aggression and Aid Korea.

(1) The Mobile Warfare Phase (October 25, 1950 – June 10, 1951)

In this phase, the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army and the Korean People’s Army adhered to a policy centered on mobile warfare, combined in part with positional warfare and guerrilla warfare, taking advantage of the changing situation, avoiding the enemy’s strength and striking at its weakness, and carrying out five successive strategic campaigns in a row. Its distinguishing features were: combat conducted mostly at night and on a campaign scale, with continuous fighting and very little interval between campaigns; frequent shifts between attack and defense; and a war situation that changed with great speed.

1. Changing the Defensive Operational Plan and Carrying Out a Counterattack Campaign (First Campaign)

After the Volunteer Army entered Korea, the “United Nations Command” had more than 230,000 ground troops in Korea, of which more than 130,000 were operating north of the “38th Parallel.” Having decided to end the war before Thanksgiving (November 23), the United States immediately abandoned its earlier plan of establishing a buffer zone, and instead ordered its forces on both the eastern and western fronts to advance toward the Sino-Korean border at maximum speed — first seizing key points along the border to block the Korean People’s Army’s route of retreat, and then occupying the whole of Korea, annihilating the People’s Army, and destroying the people’s government. Its dispositions were as follows: on the western front, the US Eighth Army, with six divisions plus a brigade and an airborne regiment, had already advanced to the Sunchon–Sinchangni–Songchon–Huichon line, no more than 70 to 100 kilometers from our planned defensive areas around Kujang, Tokchon, and Yongwon; on the eastern front, the US 10th Corps and the South Korean I Corps under its command, with four divisions, had already advanced to Orori, Hongwon, and other points, reaching our planned defensive areas. Between the eastern and western fronts, the enemy had left a gap more than 80 kilometers wide. Before the Volunteer Army entered Korea, in order to conduct operations with confidence, the Party Central Military Commission had planned first to organize a defense and create favorable conditions, and only afterward to launch a counteroffensive. But once in Korea, our forces discovered that the US-led “United Nations Command” and the South Korean forces under its command were advancing extremely fast, so fast that the Volunteer Army no longer had time to occupy its planned defensive areas ahead of the enemy; moreover, the “United Nations Command” had not yet discovered that the Volunteer Army had entered Korea to fight, and its forces were advancing rashly, divided into scattered columns — providing the Volunteer Army with a favorable opportunity to annihilate the enemy in mobile warfare. Mao Zedong made a swift decision, instructing the Volunteer Army on October 21 to abandon its original defensive plan and adopt a policy of annihilating the enemy in mobile warfare, stating: the question now was one of seizing the opportunity to fight — of completing the campaign deployment within a few days so that operations could begin a few days later — rather than one of first spending a period of time organizing a defense and only later discussing an attack.

On October 25, the Volunteer Army launched the First Campaign of the War to Resist U.S. Aggression and Aid Korea: the main force of the 42nd Army, together with the Korean People’s Army, operated in the Changjin area on the eastern front, cutting the Wonsan–Pyongyang rail line and pinning down the enemy at Wonsan and Pyongyang to prevent it from reinforcing to the north; while the 38th, 39th, 40th, 50th, and 66th Armies struck the “United Nations Command” with a surprise blow in the Unsan, Onjong, and Kusong areas on the western front. Struck this blow, the “United Nations Command” found its advance checked, and was forced to withdraw from the banks of the Yalu River to the Tokchon area south of the Chongchon River. In this campaign, our forces killed, wounded, and captured more than 15,000 of the enemy, shattering MacArthur’s plan to occupy the whole of Korea before Thanksgiving, providing an initial stabilization of the war situation in Korea, and gaining our first experience of fighting the modern-equipped American army with inferior equipment of our own. In the course of the fighting, the Volunteer Army suffered more than 10,000 casualties.

2. Driving the “United Nations Command” Back to the “38th Parallel” and Turning Around the War Situation in Korea (Second Campaign)

After winning its opening battle, Peng Dehuai calculated that the “United Nations Command” would continue to advance, and decided to adopt a policy of luring the enemy in deep, whereby part of the force would fight a delaying action step by step while the main force withdrew to await an opportunity, preparing to annihilate the enemy piece by piece on a predetermined battlefield, and afterward push the front line forward to the Wonsan–Pyongyang line. The newly arrived 9th Army Group (the 20th, 26th, and 27th Armies) was deployed in the area southwest of Yudam-ni on the eastern front, while the remaining six armies (the 38th, 39th, 40th, 42nd, 50th, and 66th Armies) were deployed in the Kusong and Unsan areas on the western front. Mao Zedong approved this policy and deployment. By this time, the Volunteer Army’s combat strength at the front had reached more than 380,000 men, while the “United Nations Command”’s ground forces at the front had likewise grown to five corps, totaling 13 divisions, 3 brigades, and an airborne regiment — more than 220,000 men, an increase of over 80,000 from the First Campaign — with 1,200 aircraft at its disposal. Although the “United Nations Command” had by now discovered that Chinese forces had entered Korea to fight, it mistakenly believed that the Volunteer Army’s participation amounted to nothing more than a border counterattack in defense of the frontier, involving no more than sixty or seventy thousand men.

On November 24, the “United Nations Command” launched its all-out offensive aimed at ending the Korean War by Christmas. Following its predetermined plan, the Volunteer Army deliberately feigned weakness, and once it had lured the “United Nations Command” into the intended area, it immediately launched a counterattack, striking with total surprise. On the western front, the 50th, 66th, 39th, 40th, and 38th Armies, together with the main force of the 42nd Army, acted boldly on both banks of the Chongchon River, annihilating the greater part of the South Korean 7th and 8th Divisions and part of a Turkish brigade in the Tokchon, Anju, and Yongwon-ri areas, and dealing heavy blows to the US 2nd and 25th Divisions and the 1st Cavalry Division; in the fighting in the Changjin (Chosin) Reservoir area on the eastern front, the Volunteer Army’s 20th and 27th Armies, in bitterly cold conditions of minus 30 degrees Celsius, surrounded the main force of the US 1st Marine Division and a reinforced regiment of the US 7th Division at Hagaru-ri, Yudam-ni, and Sinhung-ni respectively on November 28. After more than ten days of fierce fighting, they wiped out the US 7th Division’s 32nd Regiment and a battalion of its 31st Regiment entirely at Sinhung-ni — creating the only instance in the history of the War to Resist U.S. Aggression and Aid Korea in which the Volunteer Army annihilated an intact American formation. At the same time, heavy losses were inflicted on the elite US 1st Marine Division. On December 9, the Korean People’s Army recovered Wonsan, cutting off the land route of retreat for the American and South Korean forces, forcing the “United Nations Command” to flee by sea from the Hungnam port area, under the cover of a dense screen of land, sea, and air firepower.

In this campaign, the Volunteer Army killed, wounded, and captured more than 36,000 of the enemy in all, including more than 24,000 Americans; captured or destroyed more than 1,000 artillery pieces of various types, more than 3,000 motor vehicles, and more than 200 tanks and armored vehicles; and captured 6 aircraft. It pushed the front line into the area north and south of the “38th Parallel,” shattering the “United Nations Command”’s plan to rapidly occupy the northern half of Korea, forcing it from the offensive onto the defensive, and turning around what had been an unfavorable war situation. In the course of the fighting, the Volunteer Army suffered more than 30,000 casualties.

3. Smashing the “United Nations Command”’s Plan to Regroup and Fight On, and Pressing the Advantage Across the “38th Parallel” (Third Campaign)

“United Nations Command” forces suffered repeated defeats on the battlefield, causing unease within the American ruling establishment. To retrieve the situation, the United States, on December 14, manipulated the UN General Assembly into passing a resolution establishing a so-called “Three-Man Committee on the Korean Ceasefire,” raising the pretext of “cease-fire first, negotiations later” in an attempt to buy time to regroup and continue fighting. At the same time, it also resorted to threatening the Chinese and Korean people with the possible use of the atomic bomb. In order to deny the “United Nations Command” any breathing space and win still greater political initiative, Mao Zedong decided that the Volunteer Army should immediately cross the “38th Parallel” and push south. At this time, the “United Nations Command” had a total strength of more than 340,000 men, with a basic defensive line running from the mouth of the Imjin River in the west, through Munsan, along the “38th Parallel” to Yangyang on the east coast, its first-line defensive strength comprising 13 divisions plus 3 brigades, some 200,000-odd men. In addition, the US 10th Corps (comprising the 3rd and 7th Divisions and the 1st Marine Division) was regrouping in the Daejeon, Daegu, and Busan areas, and was placed under the unified command of the US Eighth Army. On this basis, the Volunteer Army concentrated the 38th, 39th, 40th, 42nd, 50th, and 66th Armies — more than 310,000 men in all — to carry out the offensive, and, in coordination with three army corps of the People’s Army, broke through the “United Nations Command”’s established defensive positions along the “38th Parallel,” capturing Seoul. The “United Nations Command” was forced to withdraw to the line running through Pyeongtaek, Anseong, Jecheon, and Samcheok, near the 37th parallel north. Judging that this withdrawal by the “United Nations Command” was being carried out in a planned and organized manner, apparently in an attempt to draw the Chinese and Korean forces in deep before counterattacking — and also in order to avoid the disadvantageous position that would result from advancing too far ahead of a faltering logistics train — Peng Dehuai made the resolute decision to halt the pursuit on January 8, consolidate the positions already won, and bring the Third Campaign to a close.

In this campaign, the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army, fighting shoulder to shoulder with the Korean People’s Army, swiftly broke through the “United Nations Command”’s established positions and defense in depth along the “38th Parallel,” shattering its attempt to buy time to regroup and continue fighting, and killed, wounded, and captured more than 19,000 of the enemy (of whom more than 12,000 were annihilated by the Volunteer Army), pushing the front line forward to the area near the 37th parallel. In the course of the fighting, the Volunteer Army suffered more than 5,800 casualties.

4. Resisting the “United Nations Command”’s Counterattack and Conducting an Active Defensive Campaign (Fourth Campaign)

After winning three successive campaign victories, the Party Central Military Commission, preparing for a protracted war, decided that Volunteer Army units would adopt a policy of rotating into combat by turns. At this time, the Volunteer Army’s front-line units, worn out by continuous fighting and with their manpower and matériel not yet replenished, had their main forces withdrawn for rest and reorganization, in preparation for a spring offensive. At this point, the Volunteer Army’s front-line forces comprised six armies, more than 210,000 men, while the Korean People’s Army had three army corps, more than 70,000 men, concentrated in the Seoul, Goyang, and Kimhwa areas for rest and reorganization. Discovering that the Volunteer Army was suffering supply difficulties and that its front-line strength was insufficient, the “United Nations Command” swiftly replenished its own personnel and matériel, adjusted its deployment, and prepared to shift from the defensive to the offensive.

On January 25, Lieutenant General Ridgway, commander of the US Eighth Army, directed the US I, IX, and X Corps and the South Korean I and III Corps — 16 divisions plus 3 brigades and an airborne regiment, more than 230,000 men in all — in launching a large-scale offensive that unfolded step by step across the entire front, from west to east. This offensive abandoned the earlier practice of advancing rashly with divided forces, adopting instead a tactic of mutual support, advancing shoulder to shoulder, and moving forward steadily and cautiously, concentrating its main force on the western front (west of the South Han River) to deliver its main thrust toward Seoul, while using part of its strength on the eastern front (east of the South Han River) to deliver a supporting thrust. The Volunteer Army immediately shifted from rest and reorganization to defense, and, together with the Korean People’s Army, put up tenacious resistance with part of its strength on the western front, while concentrating the main force of six armies (corps) on the eastern front in the Hoengseong area to counterattack the South Korean forces, achieving victory there — though without managing to break the “United Nations Command”’s offensive in its main direction. Subsequently, in order to trade space for time, cover the arrival of follow-on army groups, and prepare for a new counterattack, our forces shifted to mobile defense along the entire front, resisting step by step, wearing down and exhausting the “United Nations Command.” On March 14, Chinese and Korean forces voluntarily withdrew from Seoul. By April 21, the “United Nations Command” had been checked in the area near the “38th Parallel,” stabilizing the war situation, and the Volunteer Army’s follow-on army groups had likewise completed their concentration.

In this campaign, the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army and the Korean People’s Army, under extremely arduous conditions, conducted tenacious defensive holding actions, campaign counterattacks, and mobile defensive operations over 87 days, killing, wounding, and capturing more than 78,000 of the enemy (of whom more than 53,000 were annihilated by the Volunteer Army), so that the “United Nations Command” was able to advance only 1.3 kilometers for every day’s fighting, at the cost of nearly a thousand casualties per day. The Volunteer Army suffered more than 42,000 casualties.

5. Attacking to Smash the “United Nations Command”’s Plan for a Flanking Landing, and Regaining the Initiative on the Battlefield (Fifth Campaign)

As the “United Nations Command” occupied Seoul and advanced toward the “38th Parallel,” a serious rift emerged between MacArthur and President Truman over policy toward the invasion of Korea. On April 11, Truman relieved MacArthur of his command and appointed Ridgway as commander-in-chief of the “United Nations Command.” After crossing the “38th Parallel” once again, the “United Nations Command” planned to land at Wonsan, Tongchon, and other ports on our flank and rear, in coordination with a frontal advance, in order to push the front line forward to the “waist” of Korea — the Pyongyang–Wonsan line — establishing a new defensive line so as to gain an advantageous position both politically and militarily. At this time, the “United Nations Command”’s ground combat forces comprised six corps (army groups), totaling 17 divisions plus 3 brigades and a regiment, some 340,000 men in all; its first-line strength comprised 12 divisions plus 2 brigades, with 5 divisions plus a brigade and a regiment in the second line and rear. With the arrival of the Volunteer Army’s 19th and 3rd Army Groups, and the return to the front of the 9th Army Group, which had been resting and reorganizing in the Wonsan area, the Volunteer Army now had 11 armies comprising 33 divisions plus 4 artillery divisions; together with three army corps of the People’s Army, this gave a combined total of more than 600,000 men, giving the Chinese and Korean forces the advantage in ground strength. In accordance with Mao Zedong’s guiding principle of “preparing for a long war, while striving as far as possible for a short one,” the Chinese and Korean forces decided to attack in order to smash the “United Nations Command”’s plan for a flanking landing, annihilate its effective strength, and regain the initiative on the battlefield.

On April 22, the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army and the Korean People’s Army launched the Fifth Campaign of the War to Resist U.S. Aggression and Aid Korea. First, 11 Volunteer Army armies and an army corps of the People’s Army concentrated their main thrust on the western front toward Yeoncheon and Munsan, crossing the “38th Parallel” once again and bearing down directly on Seoul; the Volunteer Army then shifted its forces to the eastern front, joining with the People’s Army to deal an annihilating blow to South Korean forces in the Hyon-ni area. On June 10, Chinese and Korean forces checked the “United Nations Command” along the line running through Munsan, Gorangpo-ri, Cheorwon, Kimhwa, Yanggu, and Myeongpa-ri near the “38th Parallel,” and the two sides settled into a standoff, bringing the Fifth Campaign to a close.

In this campaign, the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army and the Korean People’s Army, after 50 days of hard fighting, killed, wounded, and captured more than 82,000 of the enemy (of whom more than 67,000 were annihilated by the Volunteer Army), foiling the “United Nations Command”’s plan to establish a new defensive line at Korea’s “waist” by combining a flanking landing with a frontal advance, escaping the passive situation of the Fourth Campaign, and giving valuable experience to the newly arrived units. After this contest, the “United Nations Command” was forced to reassess the strength of the Chinese and Korean forces, and, taking the overall situation into account, had no choice but to shift onto the strategic defensive and accept armistice negotiations. Because this campaign was launched ahead of schedule with somewhat hasty preparations, its objective of annihilating the enemy was too ambitious, and its advance penetrated too deep, the Volunteer Army suffered relatively heavy casualties (more than 75,000), and so the victory achieved, while real, fell short of complete success.

In the first phase of the War to Resist U.S. Aggression and Aid Korea, over more than seven months of fighting, the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army and the Korean People’s Army drove the “United Nations Command” back from the banks of the Yalu River to the “38th Parallel,” killing, wounding, and capturing more than 230,000 of the enemy in all, and laying the foundation for victory in the war.

(2) The Positional Warfare Phase (June 11, 1951 – July 27, 1953)

In this phase, the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army and the Korean People’s Army carried out the strategic policy of “protracted warfare and active defense,” with positional warfare as the principal form of combat, conducting a sustained, active defense. Its distinguishing features were: military action closely coordinated with the armistice negotiations, fighting even as negotiations continued, using combat to promote negotiation, in a sharp and complex struggle; a relatively stable front line, with frequent localized offensive and defensive engagements; and both sides in the war striving to seize the initiative, break the deadlock, and secure a more advantageous negotiating position for themselves.

1. Carrying Out a Strategic Shift, and the Start of the Korean Armistice Negotiations

After the fighting of the first phase came to an end, the military strength of the two sides in the war had reached a rough balance, and a stalemate developed on the battlefield. The “United Nations Command”’s total committed strength on the battlefield rose to 690,000 men, while that of the Chinese and Korean forces rose to 1.12 million men, of whom 770,000 were from the Volunteer Army. In technical equipment, however, the Chinese and Korean forces still remained at a disadvantage. After more than seven months of military contest, the US government had come to realize that, faced with the increasingly powerful Chinese and Korean forces, its war of invasion in Korea held no hope of victory, and that if its main strength remained bogged down in the Korean battlefield for an extended period, this would be extremely disadvantageous to its global strategy, centered as it was on Europe; moreover, anti-war sentiment was mounting both at home and abroad. It therefore decided to shift onto the strategic defensive, preparing to negotiate with the Chinese and Korean side from a position of strength, in pursuit of an “honorable armistice.”

In early June, the US government indicated through diplomatic channels to the Chinese and Korean side its willingness to end hostilities through armistice negotiations. The Chinese and Korean side, drawing on the experience of five campaigns, likewise felt keenly that, given the weapons and equipment currently available, it would be difficult to annihilate the enemy’s heavy formations in a short period of time. In view of the fact that the United States had indicated its willingness to negotiate, Chairman Mao Zedong and the Party Central Military Commission, in mid-June 1951, put forward the war-guiding concept of “making full preparations for a protracted war while striving to end the war through peace talks,” and the military strategic policy of “protracted warfare and active defense,” requiring that the Volunteer Army’s operations be coordinated with and adapted to the negotiations. On this basis, the Volunteer Army carried out a timely strategic shift, moving from mobile warfare as its principal form of combat to positional warfare, and from military struggle alone to a “twin-track approach” combining military and political (diplomatic) struggle. In order to train the troops and improve their combat capability, Chairman Mao Zedong and the Party Central Military Commission also put forward, in their operational guidance, the policy of “picking off the enemy piece by piece” — gradually transitioning from small-scale annihilation engagements to large-scale ones. On July 10, 1951, the two sides in the war began the Korean armistice negotiations. From this point on, the war entered a phase, lasting more than two years, of fighting even as negotiations continued.

2. Smashing the “United Nations Command”’s Localized Offensives, and the “Strangulation Campaign” and Germ Warfare

On July 26, 1951, when the armistice negotiations turned to the question of the military demarcation line, the “United Nations Command” side, on the pretext of compensating for its air and naval superiority, unreasonably demanded that the military demarcation line be drawn behind the Chinese and Korean forces’ front line, attempting to seize 12,000 square kilometers of our territory without a fight. After being firmly rebuffed by the Chinese and Korean side, it went so far as to attempt to force the Chinese and Korean side into compliance through military attack. From mid-August to late October, the “United Nations Command” adopted a tactic of “attacking by stages, advancing step by step,” launching successive local offensives in the summer and autumn. Beginning in August, it also carried out, over a span of ten months, the “Air Pressure Interdiction Campaign” — known as the “strangulation campaign” — aimed at cutting off the rear-area supply lines of the Chinese and Korean forces. In early 1952, American forces also secretly waged germ warfare against the Chinese and Korean troops and civilians. In response, the Chinese and Korean forces struck back forcefully, winning victory in the 1951 summer-autumn defensive campaign and in the fight against the “strangulation campaign” and against germ warfare in the War to Resist U.S. Aggression and Aid Korea, and building an “iron transport line” in the course of the struggle against the “strangulation campaign.” During this period, in order to support the armistice negotiations, the Chinese and Korean forces also took the initiative in carrying out tactical counterattacks, recovering many forward positions and more than ten islands. Under these circumstances, the “United Nations Command” side was forced to abandon its unreasonable demands, and on November 27 reached an agreement with the Korean and Chinese side to use the actual line of contact as the military demarcation line.

3. With Both Attack and Defense in a Position of Initiative, Carrying Out Tactical Counterattacks Along the Entire Front

In the spring of 1952, in order to forcibly detain Chinese and Korean prisoners of war, the “United Nations Command” side put forward the so-called principle of “voluntary repatriation,” opposing the Chinese and Korean side’s proposal for the repatriation of all prisoners, and driving the armistice negotiations into deadlock. At this time, having learned its lesson from the setbacks suffered in its summer and autumn local offensives, the “United Nations Command” side resorted instead to small-scale offensive actions and air force sabotage activities, in order to maintain its defensive line and support its position at the negotiating table. In order to sustain a protracted war and consolidate the positions it already held, the Volunteer Army creatively built a solid strongpoint-style defensive system centered on tunnel fortifications combined with field works. In this way, its active defense shifted from one of a mobile character to one of a holding character; its positional defense, previously used mainly to hold the line and wear down the enemy, gradually shifted toward positional offense aimed mainly at annihilating the enemy; and in both offense and defense, our forces now occupied a position of ever-greater initiative. As positions were steadily consolidated, the Chinese and Korean forces, guided by the principle of fighting small annihilation engagements, widely carried out small-unit combat activities, raiding and ambushing the “United Nations Command,” seizing the intervening ground, capturing its exposed forward positions and strongpoints, and gradually expanding the scale of operations. In the autumn of 1952, the Chinese and Korean forces carried out organized, planned tactical counterattacks on a campaign scale along the entire front, capturing many of the “United Nations Command”’s positions below battalion strength.

4. The Battle of Shangganling

In the autumn of 1952, as the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army and the Korean People’s Army won victory after victory in their full-front tactical counterattacks, the “United Nations Command” found itself in an ever more passive position. In order to meet the needs of its political struggle, seek a more favorable position in the armistice negotiations, and watch for an opportunity to seize Height Osong-san — a key point on the central sector of the Volunteer Army’s front — so as to improve its defensive posture and escape its passive position on the battlefield, the “United Nations Command” launched the “Kimhwa Offensive” on October 14, attacking Height 597.8 and the north slope of Height 537.7 in the Shangganling area.

The “Kimhwa Offensive” was personally planned and commanded by General Van Fleet, commander of the US Eighth Army. Before the attack, the “United Nations Command” believed that only two battalions would be needed to capture the two heights. Once the attack was launched, however, it met with tenacious resistance from the Volunteer Army, and the “United Nations Command” was forced to commit forces piecemeal, in succession, until the units engaged included the US 7th Division and the South Korean 2nd and 9th Divisions — eleven infantry regiments plus two battalions in all, together with 18 artillery battalions and more than 170 tanks, flying more than 3,000 aircraft sorties, for a total strength of more than 60,000 men. The Volunteer Army units that successively took on the defense of the Shangganling area were the 15th and 12th Armies, under the command of Wang Jinshan, deputy commander of the 3rd Army Group, and Du Yide, deputy political commissar. As the campaign progressed, the Volunteer Army committed a growing quantity of additional forces in succession, including the 45th and 29th Divisions of the 15th Army, the 31st Division and one regiment of the 34th Division of the 12th Army, and parts of nine artillery regiments plus four battalions — a total strength of more than 40,000 men. The entire operation was commanded by Qin Jiwei, commander of the 15th Army, and Gu Jingsheng, its political commissar.

In this battle, the two sides committed more than 100,000 men in all, contesting the position back and forth for 43 days; the scale of the fighting grew from a battle into a full campaign, and its intensity was rarely equaled in the history of warfare. “United Nations Command” artillery and aircraft fired more than 1.9 million shells and dropped more than 5,000 bombs on the two hilltops, churning up the soil and rock of the two heights — with a combined area of less than 4 square kilometers — to a depth of one to two meters. The Volunteer Army’s defending forces, adhering to the operational policy of “holding firm in defense, contesting every inch of ground,” relied on their tunnel fortifications to resolutely resist the “United Nations Command”’s attacks. On November 25, having suffered devastating casualties, the “United Nations Command” was forced to halt its offensive, bringing the Battle of Shangganling to a close. In this battle, the Volunteer Army’s 15th and 12th Armies, at the cost of more than 11,500 casualties, repelled 25 attacks by enemy forces of battalion strength or above and more than 650 attacks by forces below battalion strength, carried out dozens of counterattacks, killed, wounded, and captured more than 25,000 of the enemy in all, shot down or damaged more than 270 enemy aircraft, and destroyed or damaged more than 60 large-caliber enemy artillery pieces and 14 tanks — in the end, holding their positions.

5. Launching the Summer Counteroffensive Campaign, and Promoting the Realization of the Armistice

In accordance with Chairman Mao Zedong’s instruction that “we should strive for a cease-fire while preparing for a prolonged struggle; as for the army, it should plan for a prolonged struggle, concentrate on fighting, pay no mind to the negotiations, and not let up in the least,” the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army, in order to promote the realization of the armistice, joined with the People’s Army in launching the 1953 Summer Counteroffensive Campaign of the War to Resist U.S. Aggression and Aid Korea. Beginning in mid-May, it carried out three offensives of varying scale against the “United Nations Command” in succession. After the first and second offensives, the “United Nations Command” side was forced into concessions: on June 8, agreement was reached on the question of prisoner-of-war repatriation, and by June 15 the work of readjusting the military demarcation line in accordance with the agreement was likewise nearing completion. But just as the armistice agreement was about to be signed, the South Korean authorities, under the pretext of “on-the-spot release,” forcibly detained prisoners of war and openly declared their intention to “go it alone” and “push north,” in an attempt to sabotage the signing of the agreement. In order to secure an effective armistice and to be in a more advantageous position after the armistice, the Chinese and Korean forces decided to strike the South Korean army once more, launching a third offensive in mid-July centered on the Battle of Kumsong, forcing the “United Nations Command” side to give the Chinese and Korean side assurances that it would implement the armistice agreement, and thereby powerfully advancing the realization of the armistice. In the second phase of the war, the Chinese and Korean forces killed, wounded, and captured more than 720,000 of the enemy in all.

Counting from the outbreak of the Korean War in June 1950, over three years and one month of war, the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army and the Korean People’s Army together killed, wounded, and captured 1.09 million of the enemy in all (the combined operational losses officially announced by the United States and South Korea come to more than 1.13 million). Of this total, the Volunteer Army, over its two years and nine months in the War to Resist U.S. Aggression and Aid Korea, killed, wounded, and captured more than 710,000 of the enemy, while itself suffering more than 366,000 operational losses; it destroyed or captured 4,268 aircraft, 1,492 tanks, 92 armored vehicles, and 7,949 motor vehicles, and captured (not counting those destroyed) 4,037 artillery pieces of various types and 73,263 firearms of various types. The Volunteer Army lost 231 aircraft, 9 tanks, 6,060 motor vehicles, 4,371 artillery pieces of various types (including those destroyed), and 37,557 firearms of various types (including those destroyed). On July 27, 1953, the two sides in the war signed the Korean Armistice Agreement. With this, the War to Resist U.S. Aggression and Aid Korea came to an end in victory for the Chinese and Korean armies and people.



III. Commentary

The War to Resist U.S. Aggression and Aid Korea dealt a powerful blow to the aggressive arrogance of the United States and the Western camp, defended the security of the socialist camp and of China, and gave aid to the Korean people, greatly raising the international standing and prestige of the People’s Republic of China. For the first time, the Chinese People’s Liberation Army confronted an American military that had come through the Second World War, possessed rich combat experience, and was fully mechanized; it withstood a severe trial in the course of the war and gained valuable experience of modern warfare — in particular, the rich experience of defeating a technologically superior enemy under conditions of “United Nations Command” mechanization, and without control of the air or the sea, using inferior equipment of our own. This experience carries the most profound historical significance for strengthening our army’s modernization and for studying the guiding laws of future wars against aggression.

(1) Daring to Fight, Persisting in Striking Only After the Enemy Has Struck First, and Winning the Political and Strategic Initiative

At the time, the situation our country faced in entering the War to Resist U.S. Aggression and Aid Korea was grave. Our domestic revolutionary victory was barely a year old, the tasks of healing the wounds of war and carrying out democratic reform were pressing and heavy, and our army’s equipment was still quite backward — engaging in a military contest with the United States, the mightiest imperialist power in the world, presented difficulties without precedent. Under these circumstances, whether or not to send troops to enter the war became a major strategic choice confronting our Party.

The Party Central Committee, taking the long view, analyzed the international and domestic situation of the time, weighed the advantages and disadvantages on every side with prudence and thoroughness, and resolutely made the major decision to organize the Volunteer Army to enter Korea and fight. The Party Central Committee held that if the whole of Korea were seized by the United States, the American aggressors would grow still more rampant, to the disadvantage of the entire East. At the same time, as the saying goes, “when the lips are gone, the teeth grow cold” — if the whole of Korea were seized by the United States, our country’s principal industrial bases would then lie directly exposed to the threat of aggression, and our country would be unable to pursue peaceful construction in security. In short, at a moment when the Korean people faced mortal danger and our own country faced a grave threat, we could not simply stand by and do nothing, however many difficulties we faced.

The decision to send troops to enter the war, made by the Party Central Committee, was a brilliant embodiment both of the fusion of patriotism and internationalism, and of the dialectical unity of strategic contempt for the enemy with tactical respect for the enemy. As Chairman Mao Zedong pointed out in his order to the Volunteer Army, so long as our forces were “resolute and brave, skilled at uniting with the local people, and skilled at fighting the aggressors, final victory would be ours.” Strategic contempt for the enemy, and the courage to fight, formed the important guiding thought behind the decision to send troops into the war. At the same time, in order to preserve the political initiative and avoid, as far as possible, any unfavorable development, our side issued a warning to the United States in advance, decided to enter the war under the name of the Volunteer Army rather than that of the regular armed forces, and did not send troops until the American forces invading Korea were advancing wildly toward our own border on the Yalu River. This is to say: tactically, the enemy had to be taken seriously, our footing had to be grounded in the most difficult possible circumstances in order to secure the best possible outcome, and strategically, we had to adopt the principle of “gaining mastery by striking only after the enemy has struck.”

Once we had committed our forces, the US 7th Fleet moved into the Taiwan Strait, American forces took up positions in Taiwan, and the United States incited and supported the Nationalist army on Taiwan in harassing our southeastern coast in preparation for a counterattack on the mainland. The US government nonetheless continued to explicitly adhere to its original plan of using military force to rapidly occupy the whole of Korea, without altering “the mission entrusted to the commander-in-chief of the United Nations forces,” while at the same time authorizing MacArthur “to act at his own discretion in military matters” and approving the plan to bomb every bridge across the Yalu River. This series of American actions placed enormous obstacles in the way of our liberation of Taiwan, forcing a delay in our military preparations for that campaign, and causing us ultimately to lose the best opportunity to liberate Taiwan. At the time, the People’s Republic of China, only newly founded, urgently needed a peaceful international environment in which to restore and develop its economy. Yet the United States was determined to force war upon the Chinese people. Pushed beyond the limits of forbearance, the Chinese people resolved to meet this challenge. In order to seize the military initiative, the Party Central Military Commission made careful arrangements for such major questions as the forces to be committed, logistical support, weapons and equipment, and homeland air defense and the defense of the southeastern coast, so that our country remained in a position of strategic initiative throughout; politically, we stood on the side of justice and won the sympathy and support of people the world over; militarily, we stood to gain, avoiding any hasty improvisation, achieving strategic surprise, and winning victory from the very first blow.

(2) Skillful in Struggle: Proceeding from the Actual Circumstances on Both Sides to Carry Out Correct War Guidance

To proceed from the actual circumstances on both sides, to analyze the specific conditions of the war concretely, to draw from this the underlying laws governing action, and to apply these laws to one’s own conduct, striving to make subjective guidance conform to objective reality — this was the Marxist line of war guidance that Chairman Mao Zedong consistently advocated. Facing a new enemy and a new battlefield in the War to Resist U.S. Aggression and Aid Korea, with many new problems arising, inheriting and developing this line of war guidance took on all the greater significance.

In the early period of the Volunteer Army’s operations in Korea, Chairman Mao Zedong already stressed that our army’s operations “should proceed from a solid footing, and not attempt what cannot be achieved,” and “should, on a solid and reliable basis, strive for every possible victory.” He cautioned the entire army that it “must give serious thought to every kind of difficulty it might possibly encounter, and every kind it will certainly encounter, and must be prepared to overcome these difficulties with the utmost enthusiasm, courage, care, and capacity for hard work.” He required that the Volunteer Army be skillful in struggle, proceeding from the objective realities of the war, and, within the limits allowed by its material conditions, strive actively to win victory.

In the War to Resist U.S. Aggression and Aid Korea, nearly every campaign fought by the Volunteer Army was a strategic campaign bearing on the overall course of the war. For this reason, keeping the overall situation firmly in view, correctly assessing conditions, firmly grasping the laws governing the actions of both sides, attending carefully to the connections between successive campaigns, seizing hold of the critical junctures of each campaign, formulating a campaign guidance policy suited to actual conditions, and seizing the right moment to determine the opening and closing of each campaign — these were the crucial elements of our operational guidance. In the First Campaign, the Volunteer Army, in light of the enemy’s scattered and reckless advance, correctly adopted, in its campaign guidance, the policy of “annihilating the enemy along separate routes and gradually expanding the attack,” dealing the enemy a sudden and telling blow and winning victory in its opening battle. Once this initial victory had been won, in order to conceal the Volunteer Army’s strength and create favorable conditions for the next campaign, the pursuit was halted in good time. In the Second Campaign, the Volunteer Army continued to exploit the enemy’s mistaken underestimation of our forces and its poor grasp of our situation, adopting the policy of “luring the enemy in deep” — voluntarily withdrawing and feigning weakness in order to lure the enemy into our predetermined battlefield, then launching a sudden attack, inflicting heavy losses on the enemy, and driving it back to the “38th Parallel” at a single stroke. In the Third Campaign, in order to deny the enemy any chance to catch its breath and deepen the defeatist mood already spreading through its ranks, the Volunteer Army, without waiting to rest and replenish its forces, swiftly broke through the enemy’s established positions along the “38th Parallel.” Yet once the Volunteer Army had advanced to the area near the 37th parallel, and had seen through the enemy’s scheme of luring it further south before striking it from both sides once it was exhausted and its supply lines overextended, it once again resolutely halted the pursuit, avoiding a fall into a passive position. In the Fourth Campaign, when the offensive met resistance and further advance into the enemy’s depth encountered difficulty, the Volunteer Army shifted in good time from the offensive to mobile defense, trading space for time, and covering the concentration of the follow-on strategic reserve, creating the conditions for launching the Fifth Campaign. Once the war shifted into positional warfare, our campaign guidance likewise resolved a series of new problems as new circumstances arose — creating, for instance, a solid positional defense centered on tunnel works, and, under favorable conditions, launching tactical counterattacks along the entire front — operational forms that powerfully advanced the war toward victory.

(3) Making Full Use of Our Army’s Strengths in Night Fighting and Mobile Warfare to Effectively Neutralize the Enemy’s Advantage in Modern Technical Equipment

Night fighting and mobile warfare were traditional tactics at which our army excelled, and had long been our effective methods for defeating a technologically superior enemy with inferior equipment of our own. On the Korean battlefield, the most prominent problem we faced was that the enemy had large air forces supporting its operations and held command of the air, severely limiting our forces’ ability to move by day. Beyond this, the enemy also possessed large numbers of artillery pieces and tanks, and, together with its infantry, was fully mechanized and motorized, with heavy firepower, rapid mobility, and strong assault capability. Under these circumstances, making full use of our army’s strengths in night fighting and mobile warfare became the central link in turning our own strengths to advantage while avoiding our weaknesses. For this reason, even before our forces had entered Korea and engaged the enemy, the Party Central Committee and Chairman Mao Zedong had already identified “just how much damage and disruption enemy aircraft could actually inflict on our personnel and our activities,” together with our own army’s proficiency in conducting marches and combat at night, as decisive conditions for turning around the war situation in Korea, instructing the Volunteer Army to conduct night operations widely and to seek out opportunities to fight the enemy in mobile warfare.

Guided by an operational policy centered on mobile warfare and night fighting, the Volunteer Army carried out five successive mobile-warfare campaigns, developing night fighting into an operation conducted on a campaign scale. Its successful experience may be summarized as follows. First, it emphasized taking advantage of gaps in the enemy’s dispositions, exploiting the enemy’s misjudgments and lack of preparedness to strike where it did not expect. In the First and Second Campaigns, the Volunteer Army exploited the enemy’s mistaken assessments and its underestimation of the Volunteer Army, delivering sudden blows that put the enemy to rout along the entire front. In the Third Campaign, the Volunteer Army chose to launch its attack on New Year’s Eve, achieving surprise and breaking through the enemy’s established positions along the “38th Parallel” in a single stroke. In the Fourth and Fifth Campaigns, our forces struck fierce blows while the enemy’s footing was not yet secure, likewise achieving the effect of surprise. Second, it strove to fight at night as much as possible, while also fighting by day whenever conditions allowed. In each of our counterattack or offensive campaigns, the key to victory lay in concentrating our main force to break through the enemy’s defenses on the first night, throwing the enemy’s combat formation into disorder, penetrating deep into the enemy’s operational depth, disrupting its dispositions, and cutting off its routes of retreat — so as to split apart, encircle, and annihilate the enemy piece by piece at the tactical level. The following day, we would press the attack while the enemy remained in disarray, or consolidate the victory won, before resuming the offensive after nightfall. In this way, the tasks of a campaign offensive would be accomplished over several successive nights. If we failed, on the first night, to shake the enemy at the campaign level and throw it into disorder at the tactical level, then by dawn the enemy, with the support of its superior air, artillery, and armor forces, would swiftly reverse its unfavorable position — either disengaging from our forces or breaking out and fleeing — so that by the time we attacked again on the second night, the opportunity would already be lost. The combat mission of the first night was therefore the key to the entire campaign, and for this reason the Volunteer Army carried out rigorous organization and planning, striving to secure the most favorable conditions for accomplishing the first night’s task. At the same time, it was also necessary to fight by day under favorable conditions — for instance, when our forces and the enemy’s were closely intermingled and air support was difficult for the enemy to bring to bear, or when the weather was unfavorable to enemy air activity — persisting in daytime combat in order to expand the results of our attack and press our advantage without interruption. Third, it emphasized campaign-level turning movements, striking the enemy’s flank and rear, and cutting off its lines of retreat. Our mobile-warfare campaigns were mostly carried out in the form of counterattacks while the enemy’s footing was not yet secure, though in some cases, where the enemy already held its positions, they were carried out in the form of a concentrated multi-route breakthrough. But whichever form was used, our forces always emphasized carrying out campaign-level turning movements and attacks on the enemy’s flank and rear. Experience proved that the more mechanized the enemy became, the more it depended on roads and rear-area supply. For this reason, the enemy was most sensitive about its flank and rear, and most afraid of having its line of retreat cut off. Whenever our forces appeared on the enemy’s flank or rear and severed its route of retreat, the enemy’s entire defensive system would be thrown into disarray, creating a favorable opportunity for us to surround and annihilate the enemy and press our advance. In the fighting on the eastern front during the Second Campaign, for instance, our Volunteer Army’s 20th and 27th Armies, together with the Korean People’s Army, cut off the land route of retreat of the US 7th Division and the 1st Marine Division, dealing heavy damage to the 1st Marine Division and annihilating an entire regiment of the US 7th Division — creating the brilliant battle case, unique in the Korean War, in which our forces annihilated an entire enemy regiment.

(4) Building a Strongpoint-Style Fortified Defensive System Centered on Tunnel Works, to Massively Attrite the Enemy’s Effective Strength and Delay Its Operations

In the positional warfare phase, our army clearly put forward the operational guiding policy of “holding firm in defense, contesting every inch of ground” and “never letting slip any favorable opportunity to actively and vigorously carry out offensive operations.” Guided by this policy, our army carried out a series of positional defensive engagements and assaults on the enemy’s platoon- and company-sized strongpoints, gradually expanding positional assault warfare from a tactical to a campaign scale, and introducing many new innovations in operational methods and means.

In the early period of positional warfare, relying only on ordinary field fortifications, our army found it extremely arduous and difficult to withstand the enemy’s fierce assaults, backed as they were by massed artillery, air power, and armor; the cost we paid was considerable, and we often lost both men and ground. During this period, although we adopted such measures as deploying our forces lightly forward and heavily in the rear while organizing our firepower heavily forward and lightly in the rear, and increasing the depth of our defenses, to resist the enemy’s assaults, and achieved a certain effect, our defense ultimately remained unstable, since field fortifications were too easily destroyed. In 1951, in the course of smashing the enemy’s autumn offensive, our army developed tunnel fortifications, gradually building, along the entire front and on both the east and west coasts, a solid strongpoint-style defensive system centered on tunnel works — and only then was the problem effectively resolved. To build a solid, fully integrated defensive position, our army expended enormous quantities of manpower and matériel, on a truly vast engineering scale. According to incomplete statistics, our forces built a total of 1,250 kilometers of tunnels — equivalent to boring a rock tunnel the length of the Longhai Railway from Lianyungang to Xi’an; dug a total of 6,240 kilometers of trenches and communication trenches — 150 kilometers longer than the Great Wall; and excavated 60 million cubic meters of earth and rock, which, laid end to end in one-cubic-meter units, could circle the globe one and a half times. The formation of this solid positional system laid an extremely reliable foundation for our conduct of positional warfare. With tunnel fortifications, our army was able not only to stand against a technologically superior enemy in reliable positional defense, but also to use them as a base for sallying forth in front of our positions — achieving all the more effectively the goal of preserving ourselves while destroying the enemy. In the War to Resist U.S. Aggression and Aid Korea, this solid defensive system carried significance not only at the tactical and campaign levels but at the strategic level as well, winning our army ample time to strengthen and build up its own strength, and it also served as an important point of reference for our national defense engineering projects in the peacetime period after the war.

(5) Building a Strong Logistical Support System, Innovating Support Models, and Implementing Support Actions Tailored to Operational Needs and Local Conditions

In the War to Resist U.S. Aggression and Aid Korea, the enemy made the use of air power to sabotage our rear-area supply lines an important part of its strategic plan, waging a “strangulation campaign” of round-the-clock, indiscriminate bombing against our transportation and supply lines, which created serious difficulties for our logistical work. Under these conditions, the supply principles and methods our army had used in its earlier domestic wars could no longer meet the demands of the Korean War, and our logistical work faced a severe trial. Through the practical experience of the war, our army’s logistics underwent a series of transformations. First, it moved away from the model of “millet plus rifles, with the depot right at the front” — living off the local area and off the enemy — toward centralized, unified supply organized by the state. Second, it moved from logistics geared solely to the infantry toward integrated logistics serving a combined-arms force made up of every branch of service. Third, it moved from organizing chiefly the supply of matériel and medical support toward organizing not only matériel, medical, and technical support but also the command of the struggle against the enemy in the rear area. Fourth, it moved from a support apparatus made up of a small number of functional departments and service units toward a joint support force encompassing not only numerous service departments and units but also anti-aircraft, railway, engineering, and public-security guard units.

In the actual conduct of logistical support, our forces adopted supply and support methods suited to the changing form of the fighting. In mobile warfare, the focus of logistical work lay in organizing effective follow-up support, innovating a model of support along supply-station lines; logistics sub-departments, supply stations, and support units continually strengthened their capacity for rapid transport and resupply, extending supply lines promptly, so that wherever our troops advanced, supply followed close behind, guaranteeing the troops’ capacity for sustained offensive action. Once the war shifted into positional warfare, with the front line relatively stable, we adopted a model combining zone-based supply with supply organized by unit structure — that is, deploying sub-departments and supply stations according to the direction of operations, apportioning supply responsibility by zone down to the army level, with units below army level supplying their subordinate forces level by level according to their organizational structure. This supply model reduced the number of levels through which matériel had to be transferred and distributed, raising the efficiency of supply. At the same time, logistics sub-departments could receive guidance directly from the army-group commanders responsible for a given operational direction, allowing them to grasp operational intentions in a timely manner, making logistical work more proactive and better able to meet the needs of the combat units promptly.

(6) Fighting While Negotiating, Using Combat to Promote Negotiation, and Maintaining the Political and Military Initiative Throughout

After the two sides in the war entered the armistice negotiation phase in July 1951, the war took on a configuration of fighting while negotiating, with military and political struggle interwoven — a situation whose duration was rarely equaled in the history of world warfare. In response to this situation, our side adopted the policy of “pursuing political struggle and military struggle on twin tracks,” adhering to the principle of justified, advantageous, and well-tempered conduct in the diplomatic negotiations, while continuing to prepare actively for a protracted war militarily — combining the two closely, and maintaining the political and military initiative throughout. Shortly after the negotiations began, the United States, on the pretext of “seeking compensation for its air and naval superiority,” attempted to have the military demarcation line drawn behind our own positions, seeking to obtain 12,000 square kilometers of our territory without a fight. After being rebuffed by our side, it launched its summer-autumn offensive against us, hoping to use military attack to back up its position at the negotiating table and force us into compromise and concessions. Only once we had smashed the enemy’s offensive was the enemy forced to return to the negotiating table. After this, the enemy, on the pretext that the coastal islands were not bound by the military demarcation line, attempted to seize the coastal islands of northern Korea by force. In response, we recovered these islands through military action, smashing the enemy’s unreasonable demands. In 1952, the enemy resorted to extortion once again over the question of prisoner-of-war repatriation, dragging out the negotiations for a full year. In order to support our negotiating struggle, we carried out, in the autumn of 1952, a successful tactical counteroffensive along the entire front, and successfully fought the defensive Battle of Shangganling. In this way, under the pressure of our military blows, the enemy was once again forced to resume negotiations and make concessions. Yet just as the armistice negotiations were nearing success, the enemy once again resorted to obstruction — the Syngman Rhee clique in particular openly and forcibly detained our prisoners of war, sabotaging the armistice agreement. In order to advance the realization of the armistice, we launched our 1953 summer offensive, and only once the enemy had been beaten to the point of having no way out was it finally forced to sign the armistice agreement with us.

Experience has shown that, where the two sides in a war are evenly matched in strength, conducting armistice negotiations is an extremely arduous struggle. If the enemy cannot achieve its aims at the negotiating table, it will inevitably attempt to seize them on the battlefield instead; and if our own forces cannot achieve victory on the battlefield, then success at the negotiating table is likewise impossible. For this reason, in such a struggle it is essential to establish the conviction that “only by being able to fight can one speak of peace” — to base oneself firmly on fighting, and to use fighting to promote negotiation, in order to secure an armistice on favorable terms. The configuration of the negotiations was itself the product of victory in military struggle, and, in the same way, the realization of the armistice had to be won through victory in military struggle as well. Military struggle must be subordinate to political struggle, and combat operations must be coordinated with the negotiations. This was especially evident in the later stages of the negotiations, when the scale and timing of operations, and the choice of targets to strike, bore a direct relationship to the negotiations — a clear demonstration of the principle that military struggle must be subordinate and in service to political struggle.









1. At this time, the countries that followed the United States in sending troops to invade Korea were Britain, Australia, New Zealand, and the Netherlands. Later, further countries joined in succession: Canada, Thailand, France, Turkey, the Philippines, Greece, Belgium, Colombia, Ethiopia, the Union of South Africa, and Luxembourg — fifteen countries’ forces in all, some of which sent only token contingents.





Chapter 50: The Battle of Shangganling

(October 14 – November 25, 1952)

The Battle of Shangganling was a positional defensive battle fought by the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army during the War to Resist U.S. Aggression and Aid Korea, relying on tunnel fortifications, to smash the “Kumhwa Offensive” launched by the U.S.-led “United Nations Forces” and the South Korean army in the Shangganling area northeast of Kumhwa. In this battle, the enemy successively committed the U.S. 7th Division, the South Korean 2nd and 9th Divisions, the U.S. 187th Airborne Regiment, and other units totaling more than 60,000 men along with large quantities of weapons and equipment; the Volunteer forces engaged were the 15th and 12th Armies together with artillery and anti-aircraft artillery units, totaling more than 42,000 men. The battle began on October 14, 1952 and ended on November 25, lasting 43 days. After repeated fierce contests, the Volunteer Army smashed the offensive of the “United Nations Forces,” killing, wounding, and capturing more than 25,000 enemy troops, shooting down or damaging 274 enemy aircraft, and destroying or damaging 61 large-caliber artillery pieces and 14 tanks — a major victory that effectively supported the armistice negotiations then underway at Panmunjom. The Battle of Shangganling created a model of positional defensive warfare in the history of war, demonstrating that a defensive system built around tunnels as its backbone, organized as mutually supporting strongpoints, had enormous value in resisting the shock of overwhelming firepower and enhancing the stability of the defense.




I. Operational Background and the Intentions of Both Sides

In July 1951, after suffering continuous blows from the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army, the invading “United Nations Forces” were forced to accept armistice negotiations, and the Korean front accordingly entered a relatively stable stalemate. The two sides faced off for a long period along a line running from Yesong-gang in the west to Kojeong in the east. During this prolonged standoff, the American side conducted armistice talks with us while continuously launching military offensives against us. Beginning in August 1951, the Americans successively carried out two local offensive campaigns against us and waged “strangulation warfare” and “germ warfare,” attempting to use military offensives to cover the negotiations and to force our side into submission through military pressure during the talks. In the autumn of 1952, the Volunteer Army and the Korean People’s Army achieved victory after victory in tactical counterattacks all along the front, leaving the “United Nations Forces” in an increasingly passive position. In the armistice negotiations, the American side insisted on the so-called principle of “voluntary repatriation,” attempting to forcibly detain captured Chinese and Korean People’s Army personnel, and on October 8 unilaterally announced an indefinite recess of the talks. On the eve of the U.S. presidential election and the opening of the Seventh Session of the UN General Assembly, the “United Nations Forces,” in order to meet the needs of the political struggle, sought to gain a favorable position in the armistice talks and to seize Osong Mountain — a key point in the middle sector of the Volunteer Army’s front — so as to improve their defensive posture and escape their passive position on the battlefield. On October 14 they launched the so-called “Kumhwa Offensive,” aimed principally at Hill 597.9 and Hill 537.7’s north slope in the Shangganling area, and the Battle of Shangganling began.

The “United Nations Forces’” offensive intentions and force deployment: The Shangganling area lies in the middle sector of the Volunteer Army’s defensive front. Osong Mountain, northwest of Shangganling, has precipitous terrain; it faces the Pyonggang plain to the west and, to the east, guards the highway running through Kumhwa to Tongchon — making it a strategic key point in our central defensive line. Hill 597.9 and the north slope of Hill 537.7, south of Shangganling, were forward strongpoints of our main position on Osong Mountain and salients in our defensive positions, directly threatening the enemy’s defense of Kumhwa. The “United Nations Forces” chose the Shangganling area as their main objective of attack, intending first to seize Hill 597.9 south of Shangganling and the unnamed heights north of Hill 537.7 that jutted into the enemy’s position, then to take Osong Mountain, thereby breaking up our tactical counterattacks and probing the stability of our defensive positions built around tunnels as their backbone — creating favorable conditions for a subsequent offensive toward the Pyongkang and Kumhwa-and-north areas. The “United Nations Forces” headquarters made lengthy preparations for this offensive, with direct command exercised by Lieutenant General James Van Fleet, commander of the U.S. Eighth Army. Beginning in August, the enemy vigorously built roads, added bridges, stockpiled ammunition and rations, and carried out a series of combat exercises and various reconnaissance activities. To determine the specific disposition of our troop strength and firepower, they even conducted five probing attacks with small units against Hill 597.9 and the north slope of Hill 537.7.

To carry out the above intentions, the “United Nations Forces” concentrated the U.S. 7th Division (attached with the U.S. 187th Airborne Regiment, the Ethiopian Battalion, and the Colombian Battalion) of the U.S. IX Corps, the South Korean 2nd Division (attached with the 37th Infantry Regiment) and part of the South Korean 9th Division headquarters — together eleven infantry regiments plus two battalions, plus eighteen artillery battalions (more than 300 artillery pieces of 105mm caliber or above) and more than 170 tanks, flying more than 3,000 aircraft sorties, with total strength reaching more than 60,000 men. Their deployment was as follows: the U.S. 7th Division held the line from Sangamsan to Songjong-ri, and the South Korean 2nd Division held the line from Gyeungungsan to Oeyadong. Before the offensive began, the U.S. 7th Division relieved the South Korean 2nd Division at the Gyeungungsan position, using it as the assembly area for the attack on Hill 597.9.

Our defensive intentions and force deployment: In the Shangganling area, the Volunteer Army’s defense was successively entrusted to the 15th and 12th Armies, under the command of Wang Jinshan, deputy commander of the 3rd Army Group, and Du Yide, deputy political commissar. The Volunteer 15th Army organized its defense across Yulmokdong, Gaehyeon-ri, and Chaixiadong, in the Osong Mountain zone, to block the enemy from breaking through from Sangamsan and Wangjaebong toward Pyonggang, and from Shangganling toward Osong Mountain. We were resolved to firmly hold the main strongpoints of our basic position and to wage repeated contested engagements with the enemy, inflicting maximum attrition on his effective strength and smashing his offensive. Before the battle, the 15th Army had drawn up a plan to defeat an offensive by three to four enemy divisions; based on its assessment of enemy intentions and the terrain, it judged that the enemy was more likely to attack in the direction of Sangamsan, Wangjaebong, and Pyonggang, and accordingly reinforced its defenses in the sector from Xifangshan to Sangamsan. In the course of the battle, the Volunteers successively committed large additional forces, including the 45th and 29th Divisions of the 15th Army, the 31st Division and one regiment of the 34th Division of the 12th Army, and parts plus four additional battalions of nine artillery regiments — with mountain guns, field guns, and howitzers totaling 114 pieces, rocket artillery 24 pieces, and anti-aircraft artillery 47 pieces, reaching a total strength of more than 40,000 men. The entire operation was commanded by Qin Jiwei, commander of the 15th Army, and Gu Jingsheng, political commissar.

The 15th Army deployed three divisions on its defensive front. The 44th Division (attached with the 87th Regiment of the 29th Division) was responsible for the defense of the line from Yulmokdong to Jichon, to block the enemy from breaking through from Sangamsan and Wangjaebong toward Pyonggang. The 29th Division (less its 86th and 87th Regiments) was responsible for the defense of the line from Jichon to Yeongdae, to stop the enemy from breaking through from Shangganling and Gukjeong-hyeon toward Osong Mountain. The 45th Division was responsible for the defense of the line from Yeongdae to Gaehyeon-ri, to block the enemy from breaking through from Shangganling and Gukjeong-hyeon toward Osong Mountain. The Army reserve was the 86th Regiment of the 29th Division. The 45th Division’s infantry, together with the attached 3rd Battalion of the Army’s 9th Artillery Regiment, organized the defense in the Yeongdae, Gaehyeon-ri, Jillaedong, and Tapgeori areas. The 2nd Battalion of the 135th Regiment organized the defense in the area of Yeongdae, Hill 454.4, the unnamed heights to its southeast, and Hill 781; the 3rd Battalion organized the defense in the area of Hill 597.9, Shangganling, and Gukjeong-hyeon; the 1st Battalion organized the defense in the area of Hill 537.7’s north slope, Hill 448, and the unnamed heights southeast of Gukjeong-hyeon; the 7th Company of the 3rd Battalion together with the divisional guard company served as the regimental reserve. The 135th Regiment’s left neighbor was the 133rd Regiment, and its right neighbor was the 85th Regiment of the 29th Division.

At the main strongpoints of our basic positions, one to two tunnels were constructed; squad positions had small tunnels or shelters, and there were open and concealed firing points as well as trenches and communication trenches connecting them, all stocked with considerable quantities of ammunition and combat supplies, as well as roughly a week’s worth of staple food, side dishes, and drinking water.




II. Course of the Battle

In the Battle of Shangganling, the two sides successively committed more than 100,000 troops in repeated contests over 43 days; what began as a battle of limited scale escalated into a full-scale engagement, its intensity rarely seen in the history of warfare. The “United Nations Forces’” artillery and air force fired more than 1.9 million shells and dropped more than 5,000 bombs on the two hills, whose combined area was less than four square kilometers, blasting off one to two meters of soil and rock from the surface. The Volunteer Army committed more than three divisions and 40,000-odd men in succession; the various types of artillery it deployed — mountain guns, field guns, and howitzers — totaled 133 pieces, rocket artillery 24 pieces, anti-aircraft artillery 47 pieces, and mortars 292 pieces, firing a combined total of 350,000 shells. The Volunteer defending forces adhered throughout to the operational policy of “firm defense, contesting every inch of ground,” relying on tunnel fortifications to resolutely resist the “United Nations Forces’” offensive. The entire battle went through three stages:

Stage One: Holding the Position and Repeatedly Contesting It with the Enemy (October 14–20)

On October 12 and 13, the “United Nations Forces” conducted preliminary fire preparation against our Hill 597.9 and the north slope of Hill 537.7; at 4:30 a.m. on the 14th, the U.S. 7th Division and the South Korean 2nd Division, each committing a total of seven battalions, supported by more than 300 artillery pieces, 27 tanks, and more than 40 aircraft, adopted a multi-route, multi-wave approach and launched an assault on our two hills along six routes. On the first day of fighting, the enemy fired 300,000 shells at our positions, and aircraft dropped nearly 500 bombs, destroying most of the surface works. Our two companies of the 135th Regiment holding Hill 597.9 and the north slope of Hill 537.7, lacking artillery support, relied on tunnel fortifications to resist the enemy’s repeated assaults, inflicting heavy casualties on him. By 1700 hours, apart from the main peak of Hill 597.9 and the northwest ridge (position numbers 3, 0, 4, 5, and 6), which we still held firmly, all other surface positions had fallen to the enemy; the surface positions on the north slope of Hill 537.7 had likewise been occupied by the enemy, and our troops withdrew into the tunnels and continued fighting from there. That night, we used a combined force of four companies from the 135th and 134th Regiments to counterattack, fully restoring the positions. During the fighting, Sun Zhanyuan, a platoon leader of the 135th Regiment, continued directing the fight even after both his legs were blown off, and in the end pulled the pin on a hand grenade and died together with the enemy. The defending forces then used one battalion each from the 134th and 133rd Regiments as reserves for Hill 597.9 and the north slope of Hill 537.7, preparing to continue resisting the enemy’s offensive.

From the 15th to the 18th, the enemy successively committed two regiments plus one battalion in continuous attacks on us; relying on our tunnels, we counterattacked by day and by night, repeatedly contesting the ground with the enemy. On the 18th, the surface positions on the northwest ridge of Hill 597.9 were occupied by the enemy. On the night of the 19th, our 45th Division used five companies to counterattack Hill 597.9 and the north slope of Hill 537.7; with the cooperation of the units holding the tunnels, all positions were once again restored. In the fighting, Huang Jiguang, a squad leader of the 135th Regiment, used his own body to block the firing port of an enemy machine-gun emplacement, clearing the way for his unit’s charge. On the 20th the enemy again counterattacked with a force of three battalions; the fighting raged fiercely until evening, and apart from the area outside the northwest ridge of Hill 597.9, our remaining positions were once again occupied by the enemy; we then withdrew into the tunnels and continued the struggle.

While the enemy was attacking our Shangganling area, the U.S. 7th Division and elements of the South Korean 9th Division separately attacked our 29th Division’s Hill 419 and our 44th Division’s positions at south Jichon Mountain, the northwest heights of Sangamsan, and Hill 391 — all of which were repulsed.

In this stage, the “United Nations Forces” committed a total of 17 battalions, while we for our part committed 21 companies, engaged in repeated contests over positions held by two companies, with brutal fighting. After seven days and nights of fierce combat, a total of more than 7,000 enemy troops were killed or wounded; our 45th Division likewise suffered considerable losses, with more than 3,200 casualties of its own. The surface positions were destroyed and the ammunition on the basic positions could not be replenished, so we shifted to a struggle to hold the tunnels.

Stage Two: Holding the Tunnels and Preparing a Major Counterattack (October 21–29)

After the “United Nations Forces” occupied the surface positions, they turned to attacking the units of ours holding the tunnels, and the tunnel struggle developed into a fierce and complex contest of encirclement and counter-encirclement, destruction and counter-destruction, blockade and counter-blockade. Having occupied the surface positions on Hill 597.9, the enemy, after two failed attempts to attack our positions on the northwest ridge, shifted to consolidating the positions already gained; at the same time, they laid siege to Tunnels No. 1 and No. 2 on the northeast ridge, held respectively by the 8th and 4th Companies of the 134th Regiment. The enemy resorted to such measures as building pillboxes to seal the entrances, blasting, using smoke and fire, poison gas, blocking with stones, and encircling with barbed wire, in an attempt to destroy our tunnels and starve out the units holding them. Our tunnel-holding units overcame severe difficulties — shortages of food, water, ammunition, and medicine, foul air, and mounting casualties — and, with the support of firepower and troops from the depth of the position, waged a heroic struggle to hold the tunnels, actively conducting sorties by small units, destroying enemy fortifications, and killing the enemy with sniper fire and sniper artillery, breaking the enemy’s blockade and encirclement of the tunnels. To support the tunnel fighting, from the 21st to the 23rd and again on the 26th and 28th, we organized counterattacks ranging in scale from squad to platoon in successive waves. The unit holding the tunnels on the north slope of Hill 537.7, with the cooperation of small units of our 133rd Regiment continually counterattacking, restored the surface position three times — on the 21st, the 24th, and the 28th; the last time the position was restored, it was held until the afternoon of the 30th. Since we did not yet have sufficient strength to hold the surface position, after inflicting more than 1,300 casualties on the enemy we again withdrew to the tunnels, so as to preserve our effective strength and remain ready to continue the fight.

To pin down and divert the enemy, in support of the tunnel-holding struggle, our 29th and 44th Divisions, from October 21 to 27, attacked the unnamed heights east of Baekdeok-ri, the unnamed heights northeast of Hill 381, and the south peak of Hill 391, killing or wounding more than 2,000 enemy troops.

Owing to our vigorous and tenacious fighting, the “United Nations Forces” suffered heavy casualties and were compelled to reorganize their deployment: they transferred the badly mauled U.S. 7th Division’s defensive sector east of the Hantan River, along with the task of attacking Hill 597.9, to the South Korean 2nd Division, and pulled back their defensive front to the west; the South Korean 6th Division took over the positions east of Kojeong-ri from the South Korean 2nd Division; the U.S. 3rd Division took over the original positions of the South Korean 9th Division, and the South Korean 9th Division was moved to the area south of Kumhwa as the campaign reserve.

To prepare properly for the major counterattack, the 15th Army, acting on instructions from Deng Hua, acting commander and political commissar of the Volunteer Army, to seize the favorable opportunity when the enemy massed by company or battalion to charge, in order to inflict heavy casualties, carried out a series of tasks including redeploying its forces, replenishing personnel, and strengthening artillery and anti-aircraft firepower. It used the 86th and 87th Regiments of the 29th Division to take over the defense of the area north of Shangganling and Chungan Mountain, in order to strengthen the stability of the defense in depth at Shangganling; the 45th Division concentrated on Hill 597.9 and the north slope of Hill 537.7 to conduct operations. The Army Group reserve, the 92nd Regiment of the 31st Division of the 12th Army, moved forward to relieve the 44th Division at Balbong and Wangjaebong; the 91st and 93rd Regiments were positioned between Osong Mountain and Jangja Mountain as the campaign reserve. The 11th Howitzer Regiment and the 601st and 610th Anti-Aircraft Artillery Regiments were used to reinforce the defense of Osong Mountain and the Shangganling area. The 15th Army also drew on rear-echelon and administrative personnel and 1,300 new recruits to reinforce the combat companies of the 45th Division.

By October 29, our redeployment was complete, and all preparations for the counterattack had been readied. In view of the heavy casualties suffered by the “United Nations Forces,” and with the U.S. 7th Division having again been shifted westward and seemingly no longer capable of continuing to expand the offensive, we judged that the moment for a decisive counterattack had matured, and accordingly decided to shift from holding the tunnels to the next stage of counterattack operations.

Stage Three: Counterattacking and Consolidating the Position (October 30 – November 25)

After thorough preparation, the 15th Army, in accordance with the 3rd Army Group’s resolve to firmly counterattack and restore the position, on the 25th convened an operational conference, concluding that Hill 597.9 was strategically dangerous ground and a key point of contention between the two sides, and that restoring and consolidating this hill would have a major bearing on the overall battlefield situation. It was decided that forces would first be concentrated to counterattack Hill 597.9, and only after consolidating that position would forces be shifted to counterattack the north slope of Hill 537.7. One company each from the 86th and 134th Regiments crossed the “United Nations Forces’” artillery blockade zone and secretly entered the tunnels, joining with the tunnel-holding units to form the first echelon of the counterattack; a further seven companies drawn from the 86th, 134th, and 135th Regiments formed the second echelon of the counterattack; the 91st Regiment of the 12th Army advanced to the area between Gukjeong-hyeon and Osong Mountain, preparing to take over the defense of the Hill 597.9 position once it was restored.

On October 28 and 29, our artillery conducted preliminary fire preparation; at 2100 hours on October 30, the Volunteer 15th Army’s 104 artillery pieces began the decisive direct fire preparation for the counterattack. First the field guns and howitzers opened up in a sudden burst; ten minutes later the artillery fire shifted to a feint extension, luring the enemy into combat positions. The South Korean infantry in the position leapt out of their fortifications, and the reserves concealed behind the hill also rushed up to the position, preparing to meet the Volunteer infantry’s charge. The Volunteer rocket artillery regiment then fired a full salvo, the field guns and howitzers shifted back to their original targets for a five-minute burst of concentrated fire, followed by another full salvo from the rocket artillery regiment, and finally a five-minute final burst. This artillery preparation destroyed most of the fortifications on the position held by the South Korean forces and killed or wounded most of their personnel; the “United Nations Forces’” artillery was suppressed and made no response for two hours. Once the artillery preparation was complete, the Volunteer 15th Army’s assault troops, supported by mortar fire, launched charges along multiple routes and in multiple waves, with successive echelons continuously committed to the fighting. After five hours of fierce fighting, one battalion plus one company of the South Korean 2nd Division’s 31st Regiment were completely wiped out, and more than twenty successive counterattacking waves by one enemy battalion were repulsed with part of it destroyed, restoring the entire position on the hill except for the northeast spur (positions No. 2, 8, and 11). On the night of November 1, our forces again counterattacked the enemy at positions No. 2, 8, and 11 and restored them. At this point, all of Hill 597.9 except position No. 12 had been fully restored to its pre-battle state. From October 31 to November 5, the U.S. 7th Division and the South Korean 9th Division successively committed a total of 17 battalions, supported by heavy air and artillery bombardment, in counterattacks against our position. Position No. 2 fell into enemy hands for a time; we successively committed two battalions of the 93rd Regiment to reinforce the defense, and in the end drove the enemy back. After the 5th, the enemy ceased attacking Hill 597.9. In seven days of fierce fighting, we successively committed 21 companies, repulsing 17 enemy battalions in successive waves of attack and killing or wounding more than 6,000 of them, thoroughly smashing the enemy’s counterattacks.

While counterattacking Hill 597.9, our 85th Regiment of the 29th Division, on the night of October 30, attacked and captured Hill 275 northwest of Baekdeok-ri, completely wiping out one platoon of the U.S. 7th Division; the 87th Regiment carried out continuous counterattacks against the enemy on the north slope of Hill 537.7, killing or wounding 1,000 troops of the South Korean 2nd Division, effectively supporting the counterattack operation on Hill 597.9.

With Hill 597.9 now consolidated, we proceeded, as planned, to prepare a counterattack on the north slope of Hill 537.7. To this end we adjusted our deployment: the 31st Division of the 12th Army took over the defense from the 45th Division of the 15th Army, and the 45th Division moved back to Byeongmadong for rest and reorganization. The 91st and 93rd Regiments of the 31st Division defended Hill 597.9; the 92nd Regiment concentrated on counterattacking the enemy on the north slope of Hill 537.7. The 12th Army set up a forward command post at Deoksan-hyeon to strengthen unified command of the counterattack operation. The 86th and 87th Regiments of the 15th Army’s 29th Division defended the Osong Mountain and Chungan Mountain zone with their main strength, using part of their forces to cooperate with the 31st Division. The 100th and 102nd Regiments of the 34th Division of the 12th Army moved to the Munam-ri and Seopo-ri areas, preparing to support the fighting at Shangganling.

At 1800 hours on November 11, two battalions of our 92nd Regiment, with artillery support, counterattacked the enemy on the north slope of Hill 537.7 and immediately recovered the position. Beginning on the 12th, the South Korean 2nd Division successively committed its 32nd, 17th, and 37th Regiments and other units, supported by aircraft and artillery, to counterattack us repeatedly; the position changed hands several times but was each time restored by our tenacious resistance and counterattacks by the 92nd Regiment. On the 18th, our 102nd Regiment took over combat duties from the 92nd Regiment, repulsing repeated “United Nations Forces’” attacks and consolidating the position. After the 20th, the “United Nations Forces” no longer had the strength to continue attacking, and confined themselves to daily bombardment and shelling of our position in retaliation. By the 25th, our Hill 597.9 and the north slope of Hill 537.7 had been restored to their pre-battle state. At this point, the so-called “Kumhwa Offensive” of the “United Nations Forces” had been thoroughly smashed, and the Battle of Shangganling ended in victory.




III. Evaluation

In the Battle of Shangganling, the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army defending forces, relying on solid defensive positions built with tunnels as their backbone and supported by artillery fire, displaying the spirit of revolutionary heroism together with flexible and mobile strategy and tactics, at the cost of 11,500 casualties, repulsed 25 charges at battalion strength or above and 653 charges below battalion strength, held the position, and won victory in the battle. The victory at Shangganling gave the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army and the Korean People’s Army complete command of the initiative across the entire front, dealt a severe blow to the morale of the “United Nations Forces,” and caused them to lose all confidence in achieving victory on the front line.


(1) Adapting to Circumstances, Striving for the Initiative

Before the Battle of Shangganling, the Volunteer Army had estimated that the “United Nations Forces” might launch an autumn offensive in September, with the main direction of attack possibly being Xifangshan and Pyonggang. Pyonggang was the Volunteer Army’s principal defensive direction, and Xifangshan was the gateway to Pyonggang; in terms of terrain, the area west of Xifangshan and the boundary zone with the neighboring 38th Army to the right was open ground, convenient for the enemy’s mechanized forces to maneuver, and the enemy force opposite was the relatively strong U.S. 7th Division; whereas the area near Osong Mountain had dangerous terrain, easy to defend and hard to attack, and the enemy force opposite there was the South Korean army. Based on this analysis, we judged at the time that the likelihood of the enemy launching a major thrust in the direction of Xifangshan was relatively high. We therefore deployed our main strength in the Xifangshan direction. In early October, upon learning that the “United Nations Forces” were about to attack us, we still judged that the likelihood of an enemy offensive in the direction of Xifangshan was relatively high, and made only general preparations in the direction of Osong Mountain, with the main strength of our 45th Division continuing preparations for an attack on the south hill of Jujadong. The defensive strength in the Shangganling area was therefore relatively thin. When the enemy suddenly attacked in force against us, our 45th Division was for a time unable to maneuver its troops and firepower, and was thrown into a passive position. After one day of fighting, we had determined that the enemy’s main objective was to seize Osong Mountain; based on this, the 45th Division immediately made the resolute decision to halt preparations for the attack on the enemy at the south hill of Jujadong, and shifted the focus of operational command to the two key points of Osong Mountain and Hill 597.9 and the north slope of Hill 537.7. It immediately committed the 134th Regiment and the 1st Battalion of the 133rd Regiment together with divisional artillery and mortars to support the fighting in the Shangganling area, quickly reversing the initial passive situation and ensuring that the first stage of the battle had sufficient strength to hold the position and carry out counterattacks, resisting the enemy’s fierce offensive. As the battlefield situation developed, we further used the 86th and 87th Regiments of the 29th Division to relieve the 45th Division, which then concentrated its entire strength on Hill 597.9 and the north slope of Hill 537.7, supporting the tunnel-holding struggle. We also moved the Army Group reserve — the 31st Division of the 12th Army, the 102nd Regiment, and 89 artillery pieces of various types — to the Osong Mountain area, which swiftly changed the balance of forces between us and the enemy and strengthened the stability of the defense, laying the foundation for victory in the third stage’s counterattack operations. The experience of the Battle of Shangganling shows that, as battlefield conditions change from moment to moment, constantly paying attention to clarifying the enemy’s intentions and promptly revising one’s resolve are important conditions for avoiding passivity, seizing the initiative, and achieving victory in battle.



(2) Concentrating Forces, Firmly Holding Key Points

The Shangganling area has high mountains and steep slopes, terrain that is difficult to attack, and is a forward key point of Osong Mountain, posing a serious threat to the enemy in the vicinity of Kumhwa; its position was extremely important. Our 45th Division, on Hill 597.9 and the north slope of Hill 537.7, built solid defensive positions organized as mutually supporting strongpoints, with tunnels as the backbone and field fortifications and trenches and communication trenches linking them together, organizing a tight fire-support network and forming a keypoint defense that combined point-control-of-area with the integration of points and areas. Before the battle began, the defensive positions on the two hills, originally held by two companies of the 45th Division’s 135th Regiment, were, once we determined the enemy’s operational intentions, rapidly reinforced by concentrating additional strength on the two hills. To facilitate coordinated command, a joint command post was formed from the 135th and 134th Regiments to strengthen the defense of Hill 597.9; the 133rd Regiment, together with the attached 2nd Battalion of the 134th Regiment, strengthened the defense of the north slope of Hill 537.7. We also successively moved in two regiments of the 29th Division and four regiments of the 12th Army to join the fighting, reinforcing the artillery, mortars, and anti-aircraft guns in the Shangganling area, bringing the mountain guns, field guns, and howitzers up to 133 pieces and the mortars up to 52 pieces, forming a powerful fire-support group that guaranteed the Volunteer Army’s ability to hold its position in battle and to carry out the decisive counterattack of the campaign. Tactically, we used small units to hold the surface works while keeping most of our strength stationed in the tunnels, preserving a relatively large amount of effective strength so as to be able to withstand the enemy’s successive waves of attack while continuously committing fresh forces to reinforce the stability of the defense. As a result, even under the enemy’s powerful air and artillery support, with attacks mounted by units of company to battalion strength repeatedly charging us, the Volunteer Army was still able to rely on the tunnels and make use of the field fortifications to resist the enemy, confining the battlefield throughout to the two hills covering just 3.7 square kilometers, and forcing the enemy to admit defeat at the heavy cost of more than 25,000 casualties.



(3) Relying on Tunnels, Repeatedly Contesting the Ground

The defensive system of mutually supporting strongpoints built with tunnels as the backbone demonstrated its enormous value on the Korean battlefield. Practice shows that it was precisely because the Volunteer Army had solid positions with tunnels as their backbone that it was able to conduct a sustained defense of the kind seen at Shangganling — “contesting every inch of ground” — under the assault of the enemy’s superior artillery and air power, forcing the enemy to attack only along narrow fronts and preventing him from achieving a broad breakthrough. The Volunteer Army, meanwhile, was able, in the course of the enemy’s advance, to rely on the tunnels to draw a relatively large portion of the enemy’s troops and firepower to the forward area, and then to launch counterattacks along the front or from the depth of the position as circumstances allowed, repeatedly contesting the ground with the enemy and inflicting heavy attrition on him. In these repeated contests, so long as the Volunteer Army held on to the tunnels, the entire position would not be lost, and every position held by the Volunteer Army could become a “bottomless pit” consuming the enemy. In this way, how to carry out the struggle to hold the tunnels became a new subject for the Volunteer Army’s defensive operations. The Battle of Shangganling provided extremely valuable experience in this regard, referred to at the time as “tunnel tactics.” First, under conditions where the position was built with tunnels as its backbone, in resisting the enemy’s offensive, the primary reliance was placed on the tunnels, using the field fortifications outside the tunnels to block and inflict casualties on the enemy; withdrawing into the tunnels was an action forced upon us when the enemy had occupied our surface position — that is, when our position was in a state of being “half-held” or “temporarily held” by the enemy. Second, the purpose of the struggle to hold the tunnels was to preserve effective strength, to wear down and inflict casualties on the enemy, and to gain time in preparation for a counterattack to restore the position. Third, the struggle to hold the tunnels could be sustained only for as long as the manpower and material resources within the tunnels allowed; it was essential to maintain communication with higher headquarters at all times, so that higher levels could keep abreast of the situation and issue timely, correct direction; it was also essential to have the support of forces in the depth of the position, which had to designate special-purpose weapons (particularly artillery) to control the tunnel entrances and prevent the enemy from destroying them, while also covertly or through counterattacks protecting the entrances and promptly replenishing the tunnels with personnel and ammunition and food. Fourth, the basic method of holding the tunnels was active combat activity — that is, continuously organizing small-scale (squad- or combat-team-sized) counterattacks in various forms (raids and assaults) and using sharpshooters to kill the enemy, protecting the tunnel entrances and preventing the enemy from destroying the tunnels. Fifth, the basic method for restoring a position was to organize a powerful counterattack with the cooperation of forces from the depth of the position. The method of counterattack was either mutual coordination between forces inside and outside the tunnels, or counterattacks relying on the tunnels as a base, and it was essential to be prepared to carry out several rounds of counterattack until the position was finally restored and the enemy’s offensive was smashed. The “tunnel warfare” of Shangganling had a positive influence on our army’s subsequent homeland defense operations and war preparedness work.



(4) Making Flexible Use of Artillery, Bringing Firepower to Bear

Artillery was the backbone of the Volunteer Army’s firepower; without the necessary artillery support, it would have been difficult to accomplish the mission of attacking the enemy’s solid positions and conducting a firm defense. In the autumn campaigns, as its equipment was strengthened, the Volunteer Army made extensive use of artillery, fully bringing its role into play. As Chairman Mao Zedong pointed out in his analysis of the Korean battle situation in December 1952: “The great victory achieved by the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army in this autumn’s operations, apart from the bravery of officers and men, competent command, and uninterrupted supply, is truly due to the fierceness of the artillery fire and the accuracy of the shooting as the decisive factors.” At that time, although the Volunteer artillery was still inferior in both quantity and quality, it had improved considerably compared with before, and could bring a fairly large amount of mobile artillery to bear in support of operations. In the autumn campaigns, the Volunteer Army’s first-line units were together equipped with more than 600 field guns and howitzers, with more than 270 mobile artillery pieces positioned in the second line, which, through timely maneuver, could create a local artillery superiority in a given sector or at a given point. In tactical counterattack operations, the Volunteer Army, in attacking a single enemy company strongpoint, on average concentrated ten artillery companies with more than 40 artillery pieces. In the defensive battle at Shangganling, 140 artillery pieces were concentrated. At the same time, during this period the Volunteer artillery’s tactics and technical proficiency improved greatly, and coordination between infantry and artillery was likewise further refined and became more practiced. As a result, the artillery was able to bring its role as the backbone of firepower into fuller play, providing more effective support to the infantry’s operations. The Americans themselves also acknowledged that, under the fierce bombardment of the Volunteer artillery, they were unable either to consolidate the positions they had taken or to resist the fierce counterattacks, and that “the main reason for the difficulty of the fighting was that the Chinese artillery played an astonishing role.”



(5) Organizing Transport, Ensuring Supply

The Battle of Shangganling consumed enormous quantities of ammunition and matériel, and the burden of logistical support was extremely heavy. Before the battle, our front-line units, although they had stockpiled ten to eighteen units of fire for machine-gun ammunition and 82mm mortar shells, consumed ammunition at a very high rate in combat and had to replenish it promptly. According to statistics from the 45th Division’s logistics department, from October 14 to November 5 — twenty-three days — more than 2,550 tons of ammunition and supplies were transported forward. In particular, preparation for the counterattack in the third stage required transporting 100,000 rounds of various kinds of ammunition; at this rate, 180 trucks and 4,500 personnel had to be organized for transport every day. To ensure the supply of ammunition and matériel during the battle, first, rear-area transport strength was reinforced. The Volunteer Army’s Rear Service 2nd Sub-Department, the 15th Army, and the first-echelon divisions together organized 126 trucks, 45 carts, and 525 pack animals to take part in transport. In addition, large numbers of manpower were organized; the 45th Division alone organized 3,651 personnel to take part in transport. To support the campaign counterattack in the third stage, three additional battalions were drawn from the army’s second-echelon units to take on transport duties, and the units assigned to transport for the entire battle reached more than 8,000 personnel. In the course of the fighting, our rear-service support elements suffered a combined total of more than 1,700 casualties, accounting for more than 14 percent of the Volunteer Army’s total casualties in the battle — a heavy price paid. Second, a system of stage-by-stage relay transport was adopted. The Sub-Department transported supplies directly to army and division depots; the army and division logistics departments organized the strength to move supplies on to the regimental depots; the regimental logistics departments organized porters and pack animals to deliver supplies to each company. Third, sections were assigned specific responsibility for transport. From the rear depots to the front-line units was a distance of roughly ten kilometers, requiring passage through more than ten enemy machine-gun and artillery interdiction zones, and the mountain roads were rugged and difficult to travel, so transport had to rely mainly on human porterage. To reduce casualties, the route was divided into sections, with each section assigned to a specific unit responsible for it; shelters and anti-artillery bunkers were built along the interdiction zones held by the enemy’s artillery, which made it easier to become familiar with the terrain and roads and to grasp the pattern of the enemy’s artillery interdiction, making it possible to seize the right moment to organize the rushing of supplies. Fourth, anti-aircraft defenses were strengthened. In addition to reinforcing with two additional anti-aircraft artillery regiments, 37mm anti-aircraft guns were deployed forward up the mountain, forming a three-tiered fire network of high, medium, and low altitude, preventing enemy aircraft from approaching the airspace over our positions. Along the transport routes, additional air-raid warning posts were set up, and air-defense shelters and vehicle-concealment positions were built, ensuring the safety of round-the-clock transport.



(6) Heroic and Unyielding, Manifesting Great Strength

That the Volunteer Army at Shangganling was able, with inferior equipment, to defeat a large-scale offensive by an enemy with superior equipment, is closely bound up with the tremendous power of our army’s political work. Before the battle, thorough political mobilization was carried out, combining the guiding thought for operations with education in patriotism, internationalism, and revolutionary heroism, so that personnel at every level developed the resolve to hold firm and to press home the attack, and the mental preparedness to fight hard, punishing battles. During the fighting, rousing slogans were promptly issued, and the heroic deeds of Huang Jiguang, Sun Zhanyuan, and others were publicized in a timely manner, encouraging all officers and men to fight on tenaciously and bravely; within the combat units, Party branches served as the core, with Party and League members forming the backbone of every fighting collective. As a result, in the Battle of Shangganling, even though the enemy committed more than 3,000 aircraft sorties, 180 tanks, and more than 1,500 artillery pieces to bombard our Shangganling positions ferociously, dropping 20,000 rounds a day and as many as 300,000 rounds in a single day at the peak, so that our surface positions were entirely destroyed, the hilltops were blasted down, and the topsoil was pulverized — under these extremely difficult conditions, all officers and men fully displayed a spirit of fierce fighting and fearless sacrifice, maintaining high morale and an indomitable fighting will throughout. Relying on the tunnels, they fought the stubborn enemy for 43 days, successively repulsing more than 900 enemy assaults ranging from platoon to several-battalion strength, and produced heroic figures such as Huang Jiguang, Sun Zhanyuan, Wang Wancheng, and Zhu Youguang. The Battle of Shangganling proved that solid and effective political work is an important guarantee for inspiring the broad mass of officers and men to defy a stronger enemy, to press forward regardless of one who has fallen, to fear no sacrifice, and to overcome the enemy and secure victory.







Chapter 51: The Battle of Kumsong

(July 13 – 27, 1953)

The Battle of Kumsong was an offensive operation conducted during the 1953 summer counteroffensive campaigns of the War to Resist U.S. Aggression and Aid Korea, in which the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army’s 20th Army Group, with the cooperation of the 24th Army, attacked the solidly defended positions held by four South Korean divisions in the area south of Kumsong. This battle was also the final battle of the War to Resist U.S. Aggression and Aid Korea. Beginning on July 13 and ending on the 27th, it lasted 15 days; the Volunteer 20th Army Group swiftly broke through a solid defensive position 25 kilometers wide held by four South Korean divisions, extended the front line 140-odd square kilometers to the south, killed, wounded, or captured more than 52,000 enemy troops at a cost of more than 23,000 of our own casualties, straightened the front line south of Kumsong, and created a situation favorable to us, forcing the enemy to sign the armistice agreement and bringing the more than three years of the Korean War to an end.




I. Operational Background and the Intentions of Both Sides

In the spring of 1953, our army carried out intense and thorough preparations for anti-landing operations, smashing the “United Nations Forces’” plan to launch an amphibious assault against our flanks and rear. On April 11, the two sides reached an agreement on the repatriation of sick and wounded prisoners of war, and the Korean armistice talks, suspended for more than six months, resumed in late April. At this time, the “United Nations Forces,” while actively reinforcing their frontal defensive works, also actively expanded Syngman Rhee’s South Korean army, and continued to create obstacles and engage in deceitful delaying tactics in the armistice negotiations over such issues as “prisoner repatriation” and “armistice supervision.” In mid-June, when the various clauses of the armistice agreement had already been settled and the parties were on the verge of signing, the Syngman Rhee clique, with the connivance of the United States, on June 18 forcibly detained more than 27,000 captured Korean People’s Army personnel under the pretext of “releasing them on the spot,” and wildly clamored for going it alone and pushing north, attempting to sabotage the realization of the armistice. This incident aroused the great indignation of the Chinese and Korean peoples and was severely condemned by world public opinion. To bring about a stable and reliable armistice, the Volunteer Army decided to deal the South Korean army another heavy blow, mounting an offensive mainly directed at the area south of Kumsong. The offensive campaign south of Kumsong was carried out in response to the demands of this political struggle, and built upon the favorable situation achieved by the two preceding offensive campaigns.

The “United Nations Forces’” defensive intentions and deployment: Before the launch of the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army’s summer campaign, the two sides’ battle lines ran from the mouth of the Imjin River in the west, through Cholwon and Pyonggang, north of Kumhwa, Kumsong, and Munsan-ni, to the area south of Kosong. The “United Nations Forces’” first echelon deployed 17 infantry divisions (4 U.S., 1 British, 12 South Korean), with 6 divisions in reserve (3 U.S., 3 South Korean), intending to maintain the existing state of the front. Of these, west of Kumhwa the “United Nations Forces’” 9 divisions included 5 U.S. divisions, 1 British division, and 3 South Korean divisions; east of Kumhwa the 14 divisions included 12 South Korean divisions and 2 U.S. divisions; the U.S. forces were mainly responsible for defending the western sector, while the South Korean forces mainly defended the eastern sector, with the areas of Yangsan, Goryangpo-ri, Mataam-ri, and Yeoncheon designated as key points of defense.

In the arc-shaped salient south of Kumsong, the “United Nations Forces” deployed four divisions on a front roughly 25 kilometers wide, from Sangsangni to the point on the Bukhan River jutting toward us. From Sangsangni to the northwest section of the salient at Hoegogae, the defense was held by the South Korean Capital Division, attached to the U.S. IX Corps; from Hoegogae eastward through the Gyoamsan sector, and from the east side of Gyoamsan through the Yonghodong sector to the area below Kumsong-cheon, the defense was held respectively by the South Korean 2nd Army’s 6th, 8th, and 3rd Divisions. In addition, the South Korean 5th Division held the defense of the area on the south bank of the Bukhan River northeast of the salient, with the South Korean 11th Division as that army’s reserve, positioned near Hwacheon.

Each South Korean division deployed two regiments in its front line, with one regiment held as reserve. The first-echelon regiments each deployed three battalions abreast on the first defensive position. Having been struck by our two preceding offensive campaigns in May and June, the South Korean 8th and 5th Divisions both suffered heavy casualties, and the South Korean Capital Division, 6th Division, and 3rd Division also suffered partial damage, so that morale was low and combat effectiveness had been weakened. Within the salient, the enemy had 18 to 19 artillery battalions, and could also call on fire support from 5 to 6 artillery battalions on either flank.

The first-line positions, running along the salient from Hill 522.1 and Hill 552.8 in the west, through Bonghwasan, Gyoamsan and the high ground along its southeast line, had been under construction for more than a year and a half; the main position had already formed defenses with tunnel or tunnel-style shelters as their backbone, combining open and concealed firepower points with a system of pillboxes and trenches, fronted by as many as 13 belts of barbed wire and dense minefields. The Gyoamsan position was the strongest, while the position along the high ground southeast of Gyoamsan had been newly rebuilt after our second offensive campaign in mid-June and was relatively weak. The high ground near梨船洞 (Yiseondong), in the center of the salient, was the main defensive area in depth. The Kumsong-cheon within the enemy’s defensive zone turned from north to southeast into the Bukhan River, dividing the salient into a northeastern and a southwestern portion; this stream was normally 0.8 meters deep but became a serious obstacle during the rainy season.

Our offensive intentions and force deployment: In accordance with the order issued by Volunteer Army headquarters on June 20, our 20th Army Group, in order to deal a heavy blow to the South Korean army that was sabotaging the armistice talks, and to take advantage of the favorable battlefield situation created on both banks of the Bukhan River by the Volunteer Army’s first and second summer offensive campaigns, and to expand the scale of the offensive, decided first to annihilate the enemy in the Kumsong salient and straighten the front line south of Kumsong; then, if conditions were favorable, to use two to three armies to make a limited thrust in the direction of Hwacheon. The 9th Army Group’s 24th Army would cooperate in this operation, guarding the 20th Army Group’s right flank.

The 20th Army Group (commanding the 68th, 67th, 60th, 54th, and 21st Armies), under the command of Commander Yang Yong and Political Commissar Wang Ping, resolved, on a 22-kilometer front from Amasil to the Bukhan River, to organize western, central, and eastern operational groups, simultaneously breaking through the enemy’s defense from the northwest, northeast, and east of the salient, and adopting tactics of frontal attack combined with a two-pronged pincer movement and multi-route breakthroughs. They would first seize Yiseondong, Bukjeongryeong, and the line from Yiseondong to the area north of the Kumsong-cheon, annihilating the eight regiments plus one battalion of the four South Korean divisions opposite them and straightening the front south of Kumsong; then, depending on the situation, developing the offensive toward the line of Samcheonbong, Jeokgeunsan, Heukunthoryeong, and Baekamsan, and preparing to inflict heavy losses on the South Korean army’s effective strength while smashing its counterattacks.

Western Operational Group: Composed of the 68th Army (less the 202nd Division) and the 130th Division of the 54th Army, reinforced with 16 artillery battalions, one anti-aircraft artillery regiment plus two battalions, and tank and engineer units, was to thrust from the northwest of the salient toward Wolbongsan, capturing Yiseondong and Bukjeongryeong and the area north of Wolbongsan, while also destroying the enemy at Bonghwasan; in the second step, it would cooperate with the Central and Eastern Operational Groups in a joint assault on the high ground at Yiseondong, and, when conditions were favorable, shift toward Jeokgeunsan to develop the offensive.

Central Operational Group: Composed of the 67th Army, the 135th Division of the 54th Army, and the 202nd Division (less one regiment) of the 68th Army, reinforced with 12 artillery battalions, one anti-aircraft artillery regiment plus four battalions, and tank and engineer units, was to thrust from the northeast of the salient toward Gyoamsan and Yiseondong, annihilating the enemy at Gyoamsan and Hill 443; in the second step, it would cooperate with the Western and Eastern Operational Groups in a joint assault on the high ground at Yiseondong, and, when conditions were favorable, develop the offensive toward Jeokgeunsan and Jubu-ri.

Eastern Operational Group: Composed of the 60th Army (attached with one regiment of the 202nd Division of the 68th Army) and the 21st Army, reinforced with three artillery battalions, two anti-aircraft artillery battalions, and engineer units, was to thrust from the east of the salient toward the high ground west of Yonghodong and the Sea-hyeon area, attacking the positions north of the Kumsong-cheon; in the second step, it would cooperate with the Central and Western Operational Groups in a joint assault on the high ground at Yiseondong, and, when conditions were favorable, develop the offensive toward Heukunthoryeong and Baekamsan. This group’s 21st Army would conduct a defensive holding operation on a 25-kilometer front east of the Bukhan River, choosing forward enemy strongpoints to attack, so as to pin down the U.S. 10th Corps to its west.

The 134th Division of the 54th Army served as the Army Group reserve.

The neighboring 24th Army of the 9th Army Group, to its right, using the 74th Division reinforced with one infantry regiment plus one battalion of infantry and eight artillery battalions, was to attack the left-flank position of the South Korean Capital Division in the direction of the south hill of Jujadong and Hill 432.8, capturing that high ground and, when conditions were favorable, developing the offensive toward Nambong, thereby safeguarding the security of the 20th Army Group’s right flank.

Having gone through the previous stage’s counterattack operations, the Volunteer units taking part in this battle had markedly improved their military skill and were even higher in morale, having already gained experience in attacking solidly fortified enemy positions at battalion and regimental strength, and having reconnoitered the details of the defensive works in depth of the South Korean army south of Kumsong. To effectively destroy the enemy’s solid fortifications and ensure that the infantry could successfully break through and fight in depth, beginning in late June the Volunteer Army concentrated more than 1,100 artillery pieces of various types and 20 tanks on the Kumsong front; more than 2,700 trucks worked around the clock to rush forward more than 15,000 tons of supplies, preparing 1.3 million rounds of various artillery shells and 234,000 kilograms of explosives, and issuing river-crossing equipment to the participating units. The 20th Army Group organized six engineer battalions and eleven infantry regiments to help repair roads and bridges. The participating units secretly built large numbers of shelters in the no man’s land between the two sides, chose concealment areas, and rehearsed the combat and technical actions needed for continuous demolition and assault against tunnel fortifications, completing operational preparations on schedule.




II. Course of the Battle

The entire campaign began at 2100 hours on July 13 and ended on the 27th, and was divided mainly into three stages.

Stage One: Our Forces Break Through the Enemy’s Defense and Capture the Salient South of Kumsong (2100 hours, July 13 – 1800 hours, July 14, 1953)

At 2100 hours on the 13th, our 20th Army Group’s Western, Central, and Eastern Operational Groups, together with the 24th Army, supported by 1,094 artillery pieces and mortars, simultaneously launched a fierce assault against the defensive front of the four South Korean divisions in the salient. This was the battle with the greatest concentration of artillery and the most powerful firepower since the Volunteer Army entered Korea. After a sudden bombardment lasting 7 to 28 minutes, more than 1,900 tons of shells were poured onto the South Korean positions, destroying more than 30 percent of the surface works on the South Korean positions and clearing 80 to 90 percent of the obstacles in the breach sectors. Once the artillery preparation was complete, the infantry swiftly launched their assault, and within one hour had broken through the defensive positions of all four South Korean divisions along the entire front.

The Western Operational Group, after breaking through the defensive position of the South Korean Capital Division’s 1st Regiment, rapidly pressed the attack. The 203rd Division on the right occupied Hill 522.1 and the heights to its north at 2352 hours on the 13th, wiping out one enemy battalion holding the position; the division’s main body then pushed on toward Bangtongni. At the same time, this division’s infiltration unit (the 2nd Battalion of the 609th Regiment, 203rd Division), moving along the road east of Hill 522.1, infiltrated in depth toward Pungdong, Hapungdong, and Icheongdong. At 0200 hours on the 14th, the vanguard reconnaissance squad of the infiltration unit, led by deputy platoon leader Yang Yucai, disguised as South Korean troops, skillfully passed through several South Korean checkpoints and made a surprise raid on the regimental headquarters of the South Korean Capital Division’s 1st Regiment (the “White Tiger Regiment”) near Icheongdong, killing part of its personnel and throwing the regiment’s command structure into disarray, leaving it without effective command. Under cover of darkness, the infiltration unit seized the opportunity to destroy the American 555th Artillery Battalion attached to that regiment, and, while advancing, captured and wiped out most of the reinforcing enemy mechanized regiment’s 2nd Battalion while advancing, pressing forward 7 kilometers and capturing the designated key point, cutting off the enemy’s escape route and creating extremely favorable conditions for this operational group to complete its mission successfully. Because our 203rd Division was advancing so swiftly and fiercely, the South Korean Capital Division’s reserve position came under serious threat. At this point, part of the U.S. 187th Airborne Regiment and the U.S. 3rd Infantry Division (whose defensive position had been taken over by the U.S. 2nd Infantry Division) of the U.S. IX Corps counterattacked our 203rd Division at Bukjeongryeong and the high ground north of Yiseondong, but were repulsed each time. On the left, the 204th Division fully occupied the surface position of Hill 552.8 at 0340 hours on the 14th, with the remaining enemy retreating into tunnels and covered trenches to hold out. Afterward, the 204th Division used a small force to mop up the remaining enemy while its main force pursued the fleeing enemy southward, capturing a deputy division commander of the South Korean Capital Division alive. At 0430 hours it occupied Hill 418.6 and the Wolbongni area, and at 1740 hours captured Wolbongsan. At 1000 hours on the 14th, the 388th Regiment of the 130th Division reached Bonghwasan, and the enemy had already fled in confusion. By 1800 hours on the 14th, the Western Operational Group had fought fiercely and completely occupied the area north of Bangtongni, Ganchaengni, and Dugulddong, wiping out the South Korean Capital Division’s 1st Regiment, the 3rd Battalion of the mechanized regiment, two companies of the 26th Regiment, a chemical mortar company, a multiple rocket launcher company, a tank company, and most of the mechanized regiment’s 2nd Battalion and the U.S. 555th Artillery Battalion. By this point, after a day and night of fighting, the Western Operational Group had advanced 6 to 8 kilometers on a 10-kilometer front, completing this operational group’s first-step mission.

The Central Operational Group’s 199th Division launched its assault against the enemy at 2128 hours; at 0040 hours on the 14th, its 596th Regiment captured the central and eastern peaks of Gyoamsan, but, having suffered relatively heavy casualties, was unable to continue developing the attack. At this point the 603rd Regiment of the 201st Division entered the fighting, repulsing three enemy counterattacks and, together with a part of the 601st Regiment of the same division, pursuing the fleeing enemy toward Sangsangni; the 595th Regiment of the 199th Division met with a setback in attacking the main peak of Gyoamsan. At 0600 hours, one battalion of the 199th Division’s 597th Regiment entered the fighting, launching another assault on the enemy at the main peak of Gyoamsan, and by 1000 hours on the 14th had completely captured Gyoamsan, continuing to develop the offensive toward Sangsanni and Yiseondong. At 2337 hours on the 13th, the 200th Division’s 598th Regiment launched an assault on the high ground southwest of Gwanbori, swiftly wiping out the defenders; by 1300 hours on the 14th it had fully occupied Gyega-ri and the unnamed heights north of Reungdong, and continued to advance toward Chimiryeong and Sacheonni. After the 598th Regiment broke through the enemy’s defense, the 600th Regiment, at 0000 hours on the 14th, infiltrated in depth against the enemy along the Kumsong-to-Hwacheon highway via central Bangtongni, and by 0600 hours on the 14th had captured Ryongyeonni, Hill 362.9, and the Dongsanni area, splitting the South Korean 6th Division’s defensive position into two parts, seriously threatening the enemy at Bonghwasan and Gyoamsan and causing the entire defense of the South Korean 6th Division to be thrown into disarray. At this point, the 200th Division, taking advantage of the enemy’s rout, sent two infantry regiments across the Kumsong-cheon at Ryongyeonni and Dongsanni, energetically developing the offensive toward the area west of Yiseondong and the northwest heights and Hill 620.2. By 1800 hours, the Central Operational Group had entirely occupied Yiseondong, Hill 602.2, and the position north of Georisil, wiping out parts of the South Korean 6th Division and South Korean 8th Division, and had advanced about 9 kilometers.

The Eastern Operational Group, using the 541st Regiment of the 181st Division, one battalion of the 543rd Regiment, and one battalion each of the 605th and 606th Regiments, launched its assault at 2125 hours on the 13th; because the assembly area was cramped and the terrain restricted movement, the attacking units had not yet reached the assault positions by the time the artillery fire shifted, resulting in relatively heavy casualties and a markedly slower rate of advance. By 2225 hours they had successively occupied the northwest hill west of Songnamni, the unnamed heights northeast of Yeomunni, and the unnamed heights northeast and northwest of Deungdaeri. At this point, the second echelon — the 542nd Regiment and the 543rd Regiment (less one battalion) — entered the fighting, continuing to develop the offensive toward Jukdong and Semiryeong-ri, and by 1600 hours on the 14th had successively captured Hill 472.3, Hill 585.2, Hill 551.6, and Hill 541, energetically developing the offensive toward Jukdong and Semiryeong-ri. By 1800 hours they had occupied the entire area from Neungdong through Jukdong, Semiryeong-ri, and Gwangdaedong to Deungdaeri, north of the Kumsong-cheon, completely mopping up the remaining enemy. They then used part of their force to cross the Kumsong-cheon at Yangji-ri, capturing Hill 461.9. By this point, the Eastern Operational Group had wiped out most of two battalions of the South Korean 3rd Division’s 23rd Regiment and part of the 22nd Regiment, and had advanced about 3 kilometers.

The neighboring 24th Army on the right, using the 72nd and 74th Divisions, launched its assault against the South Korean forces opposite at 2100 hours on the 13th, and that same night successfully captured the south hill of Jujadong, wiping out more than two battalions of the South Korean Capital Division’s 26th Regiment, and continuing to develop the attack in depth; at 1330 hours on the 14th it captured Yanggok, Hill 432.8, and the heights north of Nodong, and repulsed several enemy counterattacks, cutting off the enemy’s route of reinforcement eastward from Kumhwa and effectively safeguarding the security of the 20th Army Group’s right flank.

After a day and night of fighting, our forces had completely captured the enemy’s positions in the salient, advancing 9.5 kilometers, dealing an annihilating blow to the South Korean Capital Division, routing three divisions of the South Korean 2nd Army, and accomplishing the mission of straightening the front line south of Kumsong.

Stage Two: Our Main Force Shifts to the Defensive, While Part of Our Strength Presses the Advantage to Expand the Gains in Depth (1800 hours, July 14 – 1500 hours, July 16)

At dawn on July 14, the U.S. 3rd Division moved up by vehicle to reinforce the east, occupying a temporary position on the right flank of our advance. At the same time, heavy rain continued without let-up, the roads turned to mud, and the rivers rose in flood. Under these conditions, the 20th Army Group immediately ordered all operational groups to swiftly readjust their deployment and shift to the defensive. It required that each operational group be organized in echelon in depth, quickly establish communication links, repair fortifications, build roads, stockpile food and ammunition, clear the battlefield, and stand ready at all times to resist enemy counterattacks, inflicting heavy casualties on the enemy in the course of resisting counterattacks, and resolutely consolidating the line of positions at Yanggok, Yiseondong, Bukjeongryeong, Ganchaengni, Hill 632.5, Hill 602.2, the high ground north of Georisil, the Kumsong-cheon, and Hill 461.9. At the same time, it ordered the Western, Central, and Eastern Operational Groups each to use part of their strength to develop the offensive toward Samcheonbong, Dumok, Jeokgeunsan, Jubu-ri, Heukunthoryeong, and Hill 818.9, in order to expand the gains.

On the 14th and 15th, each operational group readjusted its deployment while continuing to fight, drawing up operational plans and making preparations for resisting counterattacks and expanding the gains.

The Western Operational Group, because the U.S. 3rd Division and the remnants of the South Korean Capital Division were mounting counterattacks, found it inconvenient to continue advancing, and accordingly shifted entirely to the defensive to resist counterattacks along the line of Bangtongni, Bukjeongryeong, and Dugulddong.

The Central Operational Group, on the night of July 14, committed the second-echelon 135th Division to the fighting; after capturing the high ground north of Hudongni, it halted its advance in the face of an enemy counterattack, and shifted to the defensive in the area of Hill 602.2, Georisil, and Yulseongdong, preparing to resist a larger-scale counterattack by the South Korean 11th Division, the enemy’s operational reserve.

The Eastern Operational Group, taking advantage of the enemy’s confusion, committed two regiments of the second-echelon 180th Division to the fighting, fording the Kumsong-cheon and continuing to develop the offensive southward. At 0200 hours on the 15th it captured Heukunthoryeong; at 1100 hours it captured Hill 818.9; at 1800 hours it captured Hill 780.1; at 2100 hours it captured Hill 1118; and at 1500 hours on the 16th it captured Baekamsan, Hill 949.5, and the heights to its east.

In the 24th Army’s sector, after capturing Yanggok and Hill 432.8 on the 14th, at 0300 hours on the 15th it also captured Saemokdong and Yiseondong, then held firm from Hill 432.8 to the eastern hill of Yanggok. From 1430 to 1830 hours on the 15th, the South Korean 9th Division counterattacked Hill 432.8 several times with forces ranging from one battalion up to one regiment, but was repulsed each time. On the 16th, the Volunteer 24th Army, seizing the moment when the enemy opposite was readjusting its defense, used part of the forces of the 72nd and 70th Divisions to capture Hill 537.7, the north slope of Galdong, and the unnamed heights east, southeast, and south of Hill 597.9.

At this point, the Volunteer Army’s entire offensive mission south of Kumsong had been accomplished. Because of the continuous rain and rising water levels, all the bridges over the Kumsong-cheon had been destroyed by enemy aircraft, creating difficulties for our artillery’s advance and our supply and transport, and communications were also hampered, while the enemy was concentrating forces in preparation for a large-scale counterattack. We therefore decided to shift to the defensive to resist the enemy’s counterattack.

Stage Three: Resisting the “United Nations Forces’” Counterattack and Consolidating the Gains Made (afternoon of July 16 – 27)

After we launched the offensive campaign in the area south of Kumsong, the development of the battle proved extremely unfavorable for the South Korean army. Under these circumstances, on July 16 the “United Nations Forces’” commander-in-chief Mark Clark and the commander of the U.S. Eighth Army, Maxwell Taylor, hurriedly flew to the Korean front and convened a meeting of senior officers at the headquarters of the South Korean II Corps to organize a counterattack, announcing that they would launch the largest-scale counterattack yet, in an attempt to recapture the lost ground south of Kumsong. In addition to ordering the South Korean Capital Division and the remnants of the 3rd, 6th, and 8th Divisions to continue fighting, they ordered the South Korean 11th Division to Jeokgeunsan and Jubu-ri, and the South Korean 9th Division to fall back to join its Capital Division, while the U.S. 3rd Division was moved to assemble in the Yulmokdong and Damoku-ri area between Kumhwa and Hwacheon. In addition, the U.S. 40th Division might be shifted west from the Yanggu-hyeon area as reinforcement.

Based on the intentions of Volunteer Army headquarters and the situation between the two sides, our 20th Army Group, in order to smash the “United Nations Forces’” large-scale counterattack, consolidate the gains already made, and strive for a still greater victory, ordered all operational groups to halt their advance and shift to the defensive, and decided to organize the defensive position into two defensive belts. The forward edge of the first defensive belt’s main position ran along the line of Hill 432.8, Yiseondong, Duguldong, Yiseondong, Ganchaengni, Gwangdaedong, and Deungdaeri; the forward edge of the second defensive belt’s main position ran along the line of Hill 522.1, Hill 552.8, Bonghwasan, the hills west of Ahakri, Hill 443, Gyoamsan, Hill 585.2, and Songnamni. At the same time it was ordered: the Eastern Operational Group would deploy small forces in the areas of Heukunthoryeong, Baekamsan, Hill 949.5, and Hill 780.1, with its main strength concentrated north of the Kumsong-cheon, consolidating the main position; the Central Operational Group would reinforce its forces and firepower in the areas of Duguldong, Georisil, and Ryucheonni, resolutely controlling the highway from Kumsong to Hwacheon in preparation for repelling enemy tanks breaking into our position; the Western Operational Group would strengthen its control over the road south of Ganghaengni and the road to Yiseondong. Units on our forward positions south of the main position of the first defensive belt would halt any large-scale attack against the enemy on the already established positions, but should use crack detachments to remain active, forcing the enemy’s counterattack to unfold prematurely and delaying his actions, so as to gain time.

Each operational group, following the Army Group’s instructions, swiftly readjusted its deployment, making preparations in every respect to resist the enemy’s large-scale counterattack.

From the afternoon of July 16 onward, the “United Nations Forces” successively used the South Korean 3rd Division, 6th Division, the remnants of the 8th Division, and the 5th, 7th, and 11th Divisions to begin counterattacking, attempting to recover their positions. Their main thrust was directed against the front of our Eastern Operational Group. At 0300 hours on the 17th, the enemy deployed six regiments, supported by more than 100 aircraft sorties and more than 200 large-caliber artillery pieces, and launched a fierce multi-route attack against the areas of Heukunthoryeong, Baekamsan, and Hill 949.5, newly occupied by the 180th Division of the Volunteer 60th Army; the fighting raged until 1800 hours, and the South Korean army, at the cost of more than 3,000 casualties, occupied only our Hill 867. At this point, the leadership of the 20th Army Group, recognizing that the 180th Division was in an unfavorable position, and in order to seize the initiative, obtained approval from Volunteer Army headquarters and immediately ordered the Eastern Operational Group to abandon the Heukunthoryeong and Baekamsan positions. Accordingly, at 2100 hours on the 17th, apart from using part of its force to hold Hill 461.9 firmly, the main force withdrew northward, and by 0600 hours on the 18th had, according to plan, redeployed north of the Kumsong-cheon for defense. At this point, all units vigorously repaired their fortifications, improved communications, moved artillery forward, and replenished ammunition, preparing to resist the enemy’s large-scale counterattack. On the 19th, the 539th Regiment of our 180th Division repulsed numerous enemy counterattacks, killing or wounding more than 900 enemy troops; on the 20th, after seizing the north slope of Hill 461.9, it again repelled several enemy counterattacks, firmly holding on to the position.

The 21st Army of the Eastern Operational Group, which had just taken over the first-line defense, in order to pin down the enemy facing it and support the units resisting counterattacks on the Kumsong front, used one company each from the 33rd and 61st Divisions and adopted the tactic of “grab-and-go,” lying in ambush near the enemy’s position for a full day and night before the battle; at 2300 hours on July 17, with artillery support, they attacked the northwest ridge of Hill 1219.8 held by one company of the U.S. 45th Division, capturing the position within half an hour, and after repelling the enemy’s counterattack, voluntarily withdrew from the fight, killing or wounding 266 American troops.

From the 18th onward, the focus of the “United Nations Forces’” counterattacks shifted to the front of the Central Operational Group, at Hill 602.2 and the heights to its west, and the area north of Georisil. On the 19th, on a six-kilometer front facing the Central Operational Group, the enemy deployed a force of three regiments and, supported by more than 400 aircraft sorties and more than ten tanks, launched a frenzied counterattack in three columns against Hill 602.2 and the unnamed heights to its west, and the northeast hill of Georisil, attacking as many as 106 times in a single day. The Central Operational Group put up a tenacious resistance; Hill 602.2 changed hands several times, but each time, before the enemy could gain a firm foothold, it was swiftly recaptured. The Volunteer artillery played an enormous role in resisting these counterattacks, not only providing powerful support to the infantry but also directly repelling many enemy attacks. Through close infantry-artillery coordination, the Volunteer 599th Regiment of the 67th Army, holding Hill 602.2, killed or wounded more than 1,450 enemy troops in a single day. The 404th Regiment of the 54th Army, holding the eastern hill of Georisil, repulsed more than 30 enemy counterattacks, killing or wounding more than 700 enemy troops. To support the Central Operational Group in holding its position, on the 20th the 20th Army Group committed the Army Group reserve, the 134th Division, to the Central Operational Group’s sector, and directed all units at every point in the first line to hold firm at all costs, insisting that any ground lost must be recaptured, and that every inch of ground be contested.

On the 20th, the enemy again massed more than five battalions and, under cover of 420 aircraft sorties and 22 tanks, counterattacked Hill 602.2 and the unnamed heights to its west 48 times; 28 of these were repulsed by the Volunteer infantry, while the rest were shattered by Volunteer artillery fire while still on the move. Despite two days of frenzied counterattacking, the enemy suffered horrendous casualties and gained nothing. After the 21st, the momentum of the enemy’s counterattacks began to weaken. On the 23rd, Syngman Rhee, Maxwell Taylor, and other senior officers inspected the front line to boost morale. On the 23rd and 24th, the South Korean army launched renewed counterattacks, attacking 107 times over two days, but again to no avail, unable to reverse the overall situation.

On the fronts of the Western Operational Group and the 24th Army, enemy counterattack activity was limited. On the 19th and 20th, the enemy successively used forces ranging from one platoon to one company, together with several tanks, to make more than ten surprise attacks against the northern leg of Ganghaengni and the eastern hill of Yiseondong, held by the Volunteer Western Operational Group, all of which were repulsed.

From July 17 until the Korean armistice on the 27th, the Volunteer Army south of Kumsong successively repulsed more than 1,000 counterattacks by U.S. and South Korean forces at the strength of a platoon or above; apart from the loss of the area north of Georisil, the Volunteer Army firmly held the positions running east from Hill 461.9, west along the Kumsong-cheon, through Hill 602.2, Ganghaengni, Bukjeongryeong, Yiseondong, and from Bangtongni to Saemokdong, Hill 537.7, and the position north of the south hill of Hill 597.9, dealing the enemy a heavy blow and achieving thorough victory in the campaign.

This campaign saw the Volunteer Army recover 148 square kilometers of territory, killing, wounding, or capturing more than 52,000 enemy troops, and capturing 35 tanks and self-propelled guns, 339 artillery pieces of various types, and one aircraft, while shooting down or damaging more than 200 enemy aircraft.




III. Evaluation

The offensive campaign south of Kumsong dealt a heavy blow to the arrogant bluster of the South Korean army, supported the armistice negotiations, and improved our army’s position. What is particularly worth evaluating is that this was, under modern warfare conditions, a defense in depth confronted by solidly fortified positions held by U.S. and British forces and American-equipped South Korean troops, in which we, on a relatively broad front, carried out a breakthrough with a concentration of force at a key point and rapidly expanded our gains, consolidating the ground taken and gaining operational experience for a large army group’s offensive against an enemy’s solid defensive position — a classic battle rare in our army’s military history, well worth serious study and research.


(1) Basing Operations on the Actual Battlefield Situation and the Enemy’s Characteristics, Formulating a Correct Operational Guiding Policy

The victory of this campaign came from our correct implementation of the operational objective set out by Volunteer Army headquarters — “annihilate the enemy, support the negotiations, gain experience, and improve our positions” — and the guiding policy of “advance steadily and strike hard,” “from small to large,” and “if we don’t fight, so be it; but if we do fight, we must win; if we attack, we must succeed; if we defend, we must hold firmly.” Previously our army had lacked experience in a single complete attack capturing an entire battalion-sized enemy position when attacking an enemy in solid defensive positions; therefore, at the start of the summer campaign, in choosing offensive objectives, we required that each army have only one focal point, advancing from small to large, until finally we achieved a single offensive against a target of battalion strength or above. This method of building on the foundation of victories already achieved and then gradually expanding was entirely in keeping with the actual conditions of the Korean battlefield. In the first offensive campaign of the summer, beginning May 13, our 20th Army Group’s 67th and 60th Armies and the 9th Army Group’s 23rd and 24th Armies successively attacked more than 20 enemy platoon-and-company-sized strongpoints, tempering our troops and gaining experience that created the conditions for a larger-scale positional offensive campaign. In the second offensive campaign, beginning May 27, building on the victory of the first offensive campaign, our 20th Army Group’s 60th and 67th Armies both achieved, for the first time, the annihilation of most of an enemy regiment in a single attack, and determined the enemy’s defensive disposition from the basic defensive position through to the reserve regiment’s position, gaining experience in a single breakthrough of a regimental position — laying the foundation for our third offensive campaign’s breakthrough, in one stroke, of the defensive positions of four enemy divisions. The practice of this campaign proves that, so long as one earnestly implements a correct operational guiding policy, carries out thorough preparation and meticulous organizational planning, and adopts resolute and bold combat action, victory in an offensive campaign can be achieved even against an enemy holding solid defensive positions at divisional strength or above and equipped with modern weapons.



(2) Promptly Changing the Object of Attack, Using Active Military Blows to Support the Political Struggle

After the enemy agreed in April to resume the armistice talks, they continued to create obstacles over such issues as “prisoner repatriation” and “armistice supervision,” attempting to delay and sabotage the armistice negotiations. In order to support the armistice talks, we decided to launch the summer campaign and deal the enemy heavy blows. At first, the attacks were directed mainly against U.S. and British forces, with the focus of operations on the western sector. By late May, the armistice negotiations had made notable progress, and the attitude of the U.S. and British had shown some improvement; only Syngman Rhee, backed by the pro-war faction in the United States, continued to obstruct. In order to advance the armistice talks, we changed the primary object of attack from U.S. and British forces to the South Korean army, while continuing to strike U.S. forces to an appropriate degree and temporarily refraining from attacking British forces. For this reason, the second offensive campaign made the sector of the 20th Army Group on the eastern front the focal point. In mid-June, when the various clauses of the armistice agreement had already been settled and the parties were about to sign, the Syngman Rhee clique again forcibly detained more than 27,000 of our captured personnel, and wildly clamored for going it alone and pushing north, in an attempt to sabotage the realization of the armistice. This action was met with strong condemnation, which was politically extremely advantageous to us. In order to strike hard at the Syngman Rhee clique, closely support the armistice talks, and straighten the front line south of Kumsong, so as to gain a favorable position for the ensuing struggle, we set as our objective the annihilation of about eight regiments belonging to the South Korean Capital Division and the 3rd, 6th, and 8th Divisions, and carried out this third offensive campaign. This campaign fully embodied the artistry of closely combining military struggle with political struggle. The changing choice of targets to strike, the shifting focus of the offensive, and the selection of offensive objectives were all closely tied to the armistice negotiations. Practice proves that military struggle must be subordinated to and serve the political struggle, while the political struggle must in turn rely on victory in the military struggle as its backing.



(3) Correctly Choosing the Main Direction of the Breakthrough to Ensure the Smooth Development of the Campaign

The 20th Army Group and the 24th Army of the 9th Army Group, in accordance with the campaign intentions of Volunteer Army headquarters, chose to attack along the 25-kilometer front from the Bukhan River in the east to the south hill of Jujadong, with the main thrust directed toward Yiseondong. In terms of terrain, the enemy’s defensive position, jutting directly west of us, was exposed on both flanks, forming a situation in which we could envelop the enemy on three sides; the four enemy divisions here, respectively under the U.S. IX Corps and the South Korean 2nd Army, had all suffered heavy blows or partial damage in our first and second summer offensive campaigns; apart from the main peak of Gyoamsan and the sector to its west, which remained relatively strong, the enemy’s fortifications along the line east of Gyoamsan had all been newly rebuilt after our second offensive campaign and were comparatively weak. Therefore, so long as we concentrated sufficient strength, a breakthrough on this front was entirely feasible. Yiseondong, along the line of our main thrust, was located at the core of the salient south of Kumsong and was the position of the enemy division reserve; once we occupied this position, we could cut off the retreat of the main enemy force in the salient, which was highly advantageous both for annihilating the enemy and for further expanding our victory, and also facilitated our resistance to enemy counterattacks and expansion of our gains. That our Western, Central, and Eastern Operational Groups simultaneously converged on Yiseondong in a concentric assault was, from the standpoint of operational practice, entirely appropriate. In terms of the division of attack sectors and the choice of breakthrough sectors, across the entire 25-kilometer offensive front, the Western Operational Group’s attack frontage was 10.5 kilometers with a breakthrough sector of 4.5 kilometers; the Central Operational Group’s attack frontage was 9 kilometers with a breakthrough sector of 5.5 kilometers; the Eastern Operational Group’s attack frontage and breakthrough sector were both 2.5 kilometers; and the 24th Army’s attack frontage and breakthrough sector were both 3 kilometers. The breakthrough sectors of the 200th Division of the Western Operational Group and of the Central Operational Group were 4.5 kilometers and 1.5 kilometers respectively, which were relatively well judged, enabling our forces to rapidly break through the enemy’s position and ensuring that the main direction of attack could infiltrate deep into the enemy’s rear. However, the 199th Division of the Central Operational Group had both its direction of attack and its breakthrough sector chosen at Gyoamsan, with a frontage as wide as 4 kilometers, which made the main thrust direction of that operational group appear somewhat too broad, whereas the Eastern Operational Group’s attack sector was, by contrast, rather too narrow, which affected the concentration and deployment of its troops and weapons.



(4) Concealing the Campaign’s Intentions to Achieve Operational Surprise

This campaign achieved operational surprise. Our forces concentrated five armies and large quantities of artillery, and, catching the enemy completely off guard, launched a fierce assault that swiftly broke through the enemy’s basic defensive position, advancing 9.5 kilometers in depth in 21 hours — a result inseparable from our strict secrecy and concealment of the campaign’s intentions before the battle. Preparation time for this campaign was relatively short; in order to avoid revealing our army’s operational intentions, unit rotations, advances, and entry into assembly areas, along with all operational preparation work, were carried out secretly at night, striving to achieve dispersal, concealment, and camouflage. In addition, during the period of campaign preparation, we continuously used small units to raid and ambush enemy sentry detachments in the no man’s land between the two sides, and to capture prisoners, forcing the enemy to refrain from moving about freely in front of their positions, which played an important role in safeguarding the safety and secrecy of our reconnaissance of the terrain and our construction of assault jump-off positions. According to a deputy regimental commander of the South Korean Capital Division captured by our forces, before the battle the enemy had estimated only that we would attack Gyoamsan, but had not anticipated that we would adopt an offensive posture on such a large scale. Thus, when our Western Operational Group launched its fierce assault, the enemy still believed it to be a supporting feint for the main attack on Gyoamsan. There were, however, also shortcomings: for instance, in the attack on Gyoamsan, the Central Operational Group’s 199th Division met with a setback that first night because our operational intentions had been detected by the enemy. Three days before the campaign began, our 67th Army had captured a reinforced enemy company’s position at the foot of the north side of Gyoamsan, which put the enemy further on guard and strengthened the defense of Gyoamsan; that night the enemy implemented artillery blockades and small-unit patrols, and that division, failing to fully appreciate this change in the situation, suffered a setback at the start of the attack.



(5) Boldly Infiltrating and Splitting the Enemy, Disrupting the Enemy’s Defensive Deployment

After breaking through the enemy’s defense, taking advantage of the enemy’s confusion and disarray, using crack units or detachments to resolutely and boldly infiltrate deep into the enemy’s defensive depth, destroying the enemy’s artillery positions and command centers, seizing key points, cutting off the enemy’s retreat, and blocking reinforcements — this could both disrupt the enemy’s defensive deployment and create the conditions for our second echelon to carry out an encircling maneuver in depth, annihilate the enemy, and smoothly develop the offensive. The infiltration of our Western Operational Group’s 203rd Division infiltration unit toward Icheongdong and Yiseondong; the infiltration and encircling maneuver of the Central Operational Group’s 200th Division’s main force in depth along the Kumsong-Hwacheon highway; and the successful advance of the Eastern Operational Group’s 180th Division, which forded the Kumsong-cheon on the night of the 14th and attacked toward Heukunthoryeong and Baekamsan — all these were highly successful and played an important role in ensuring the campaign’s victory. Conversely, where the tactical thinking was not sufficiently proactive, and action was sluggish, failing to take advantage of the enemy’s confusion to carry out a bold infiltration and encircling maneuver to cut off the enemy’s retreat, this would delay the opportunity for battle and allow the enemy to escape. Our Western Operational Group’s 204th Division’s 610th Regiment failed to swiftly capture Wolbongsan and Jukbori in time; the Central Operational Group’s 199th Division, because it failed to break through the Gyoamsan position that night, delayed the time needed to capture Sangsanni; and the Eastern Operational Group, because its breakthrough came late, failed to swiftly capture Semiryeong-ri, allowing most of the South Korean 6th, 8th, and 3rd Divisions to flee and losing a good opportunity to annihilate the enemy.



(6) Shifting to the Defensive at the Right Moment, Annihilating the Enemy’s Effective Strength in the Course of Resisting Counterattacks

After achieving the basic objectives of the campaign in its initial stage, the operational commander needed to grasp the opportune moment and the “turning point,” shifting at the right time and on his own initiative to the defensive, and preparing to resist the enemy’s counterattacks and counter-thrusts, so as to consolidate the gains already achieved. At the same time, it was also necessary to take advantage of the moment when the enemy’s retreat had not yet come to a halt and the campaign’s second echelon had not yet arrived, or the enemy had not yet organized his counter-thrust, to use part of the force to continue expanding the gains, to a limited extent, in the depth of the enemy’s defense, wiping out the retreating enemy or the enemy temporarily occupying blocking positions. This would not only effectively expand the campaign’s victory but could also disrupt or delay the enemy’s counter-thrust, gaining time to shift to the defensive and creating favorable conditions for resisting subsequent counterattacks. In this campaign, after our Western and Central Operational Groups occupied the favorable terrain of Bangtongni, Yiseondong, Bukjeongryeong, and the north bank of the Kumsong-cheon, considering that it happened to be the rainy season, that road logistics were difficult, that the artillery needed to shift to new firing positions, and that ammunition and supplies for the troops needed to be replenished, among other reasons, our main force promptly shifted to the defensive, while the Eastern Operational Group continued to use part of its force to develop the offensive toward Heukunthoryeong and Baekamsan, forcing the enemy to hastily gather forces to block our advance, thereby winning time for the Central and Western Operational Groups to consolidate their positions. When the enemy launched a counter-thrust against our position at Yiseondong on July 18, our fortifications had already been largely completed and our artillery had shifted into position in time, and, with close infantry-artillery coordination, we repulsed the enemy’s repeated attacks, consolidating the gains achieved.







Part Five: Battle Cases of the Nationalist (Kuomintang) Army




Chapter 52: The Eastern Expedition Against the Warlord Chen Jiongming

(January 1925 – February 1926)

The Eastern Expedition refers to the campaigns waged by the Guangzhou Revolutionary Government from January to March 1925 and from September 1925 to February 1926, in which, with the support and assistance of the Chinese Communist Party, Soviet advisers, and the workers and peasants of the East River region, an Eastern Expedition Army built mainly around the Whampoa Military Academy’s “school army” twice suppressed the warlord Chen Jiongming. Under the close cooperation of the Nationalist and Communist Parties, these two Eastern Expeditions achieved complete victory, enabling the Guangzhou Revolutionary Government to unify the whole of Guangdong Province and further consolidate the revolutionary base area. Through the Eastern Expedition campaigns, both the Nationalist and Communist Parties gained valuable experience, both political and military, and a new generation of military and political talent grew up through them, laying the groundwork and providing the training that prepared the strength for the National Revolutionary Army’s subsequent Northern Expedition to unify the whole country.




I. Operational Background and the Intentions of Both Sides

Chen Jiongming had originally served as Minister of the Army in the Guangzhou Revolutionary Government, but in June 1922 he betrayed Sun Yat-sen and launched an armed rebellion. In January 1923 he was driven out of Guangzhou; having seized the East River region (present-day Huizhou, Heyuan, Shanwei, Meizhou, and Shantou), he colluded, under the support of British imperialism and the Beiyang warlords, with warlords from neighboring provinces such as Hunan and Jiangxi, as well as with warlord troops garrisoned in Sichuan, Yunnan, and Guangxi, biding his time to seize Guangzhou and overthrow the revolutionary government. In the winter of 1924, the warlord Chen Jiongming, who occupied the East River region of Guangdong Province, took advantage of Sun Yat-sen’s having gone north at the invitation of Feng Yuxiang and others, leaving Guangzhou with only weak defending forces, and renamed his troops the “Save Guangdong Army,” appointing himself commander-in-chief, with Lin Hu as commander-in-chief of the vanguard and Hong Zhaolin as deputy commander-in-chief. He organized his forces into seven armies and five independent divisions, and with roughly 70,000 troops advanced on Guangzhou along three routes. In order to unify Guangdong and smoothly carry out the Northern Expedition, the Guangzhou Revolutionary Government launched two successive Eastern Expedition campaigns against Chen Jiongming’s forces, in January and September 1925.

The Eastern Expedition Army’s intentions: To annihilate the warlord Chen Jiongming’s forces and unify the whole of Guangdong Province. The strength of the Eastern Expedition forces was about 50,000 for the first expedition and 23,000 for the second.

Chen Jiongming’s rebel forces’ intentions: To take advantage of Sun Yat-sen’s having gone north and of the rebellion that broke out within the Guangzhou Revolutionary Government, at a time when the government’s forces were weak, to seize Guangzhou. During the first Eastern Expedition, Chen Jiongming’s forces numbered 70,000; during the second, 35,000.




II. Course of the Battle

The First Eastern Expedition: January – March 1925

On January 15, 1925, the Guangzhou Revolutionary Government issued the “Eastern Expedition Manifesto,” organizing an Eastern Expedition Allied Army under Commander-in-Chief Yang Ximin to suppress Chen Jiongming’s forces. The Allied Army, about 50,000 strong, launched its offensive along three routes on February 1 against Chen Jiongming’s forces.

The Eastern Expedition Allied Army formed its Right Route Army from Guangdong provincial troops and the Whampoa Military Academy’s “school army,” advancing via Humen; it successively captured Dongguan, Shilong, Pinghu, Shenzhen, and other places, and, having routed Chen’s forces along the Guang-Jiu (Guangzhou–Kowloon) road, reached the outskirts of Danshui, the gateway to Chen’s East River territory, on the 14th. In the fighting to storm Danshui, the Whampoa “school army” organized a “dare-to-die corps” of 10 officers and 100 soldiers, who launched their assault at dawn on the 15th and captured the city within half an hour. Hong Zhaolin’s force of more than 20,000 Chen troops arrived from Huizhou as reinforcement; the “school army” and Guangdong provincial troops of the 2nd Division used part of their strength to block this force, routing Hong’s troops and, pressing their advantage, capturing Pingshan in one stroke. Afterward, deciding to leave the isolated city of Huizhou for the moment, the army pressed on eastward, successively capturing Haifeng and Lufeng. Chen’s commanders Hong Zhaolin and Ye Ju, seeing that the situation was hopeless, deserted their troops and fled by sea. The Right Route Army of the Eastern Expedition Allied Army then split into three columns to press its advantage toward Chaozhou and Shantou, capturing Shantou on March 7.

When the Whampoa “school army,” in coordination with Guangdong provincial troops, was fighting a decisive battle against Hong Zhaolin’s and Ye Ju’s forces at Danshui, Haifeng and Lufeng, and Chaoshan, Lin Hu, commander of Chen’s 1st Army, seeing an opportunity, led his forces from Zijin and Wuhua to raid the rear of the Right Route Army, attempting to catch the Right Route Army in a pincer together with Hong Zhaolin’s and Ye Ju’s forces. The Right Route Army swiftly turned back from Jieyang and Puning to confront Lin Hu’s forces. The Guangzhou headquarters, in order to support the Right Route Army’s operations, promptly ordered the Guangdong provincial 1st Army’s Chen Mingshu brigade and the Wu Tiecheng guard division, stationed in Jiangxi, and other units to reinforce the East River front. On March 10, Lin Hu’s forces advanced into Hepotang, cutting the line of communication between the Right Route Army and Guangzhou. The Right Route Army decided that, apart from Xu Ji’s 4th Division, which would stand firm guarding Chaoshan, it would use the Whampoa “school army” and Zhang Minda’s 2nd Division to meet Chen’s forces head-on from the front, while the Chen Mingshu brigade and the Ouyang Ju division would advance via Heshui to strike at the rear of Chen’s forces.

At dawn on March 13, the “school army’s” 1st Training Regiment, more than a thousand strong, meeting Lin Hu’s forces head-on, first made contact with the enemy at Mianhu, west of Jinning. Because the left and right flanks of the Right Route Army had not yet entered the fighting as scheduled, the 1st Training Regiment found itself locked in fierce combat against several thousand of Chen’s troops. At 1700 hours, the “school army’s” 2nd Training Regiment arrived to reinforce them. Lin Hu’s forces retreated with their remaining troops that same evening, fleeing along the road; the officers and men of the “school army” then pursued them. Lin Hu gathered his remaining forces and fell back to Xingning, forming a standoff with the Eastern Expedition Allied Army.

At dawn on March 20, all units of the Eastern Expedition launched a general assault on Xingning. By dusk that day, the attack on Xingning had succeeded. At the same time, the right route of the Eastern Expedition Allied Army also captured Wuhua, Meixian, Jiaoling, and Dabu; Hong Zhaolin’s remaining forces fled to the Guangdong-Fujian border, and Lin Hu’s remaining forces retreated into Jiangxi. The entire Chaozhou-Meizhou region was recovered by the Eastern Expedition Allied Army. On April 20, Chen’s general Yang Kunru, besieged in the isolated city of Huizhou and seeing no hope of reinforcement, marched out of the city and surrendered to the Eastern Expedition Allied Army. The Yunnan provincial troops of the Left Route of the Eastern Expedition Allied Army then entered Huizhou. At this point, the first Eastern Expedition campaign came to an end.

The first Eastern Expedition, fought from January 1925 all the way to late March, destroyed the main strength of Chen Jiongming’s rebel army and brought the East River region essentially under control. In June, with the support of British imperialism and Duan Qirui, Yang Ximin and Liu Zhenhuan led their forces in a rebellion in Guangzhou. The Whampoa “school army” and Guangdong provincial troops were ordered to return at once to suppress it, and, with the full support and cooperation of the workers of Guangzhou and the peasant militia of the outlying districts, swiftly put down the rebellion of Yang and Liu, wiping out more than 20,000 rebel troops.

The Second Eastern Expedition: September 1925 – February 1926

On September 1, 1925, the remnants of Chen Jiongming’s forces, which had already been defeated, took advantage of the moment when the main strength of the Eastern Expedition Army had returned to Guangzhou to suppress the Yang-Liu rebellion, and, with the support of British imperialism and the Beiyang warlords, reoccupied the East River area including Chaozhou and Meixian, concentrating heavy forces at Huizhou in an attempt to join forces with the warlord Deng Benyin, who was entrenched in southern Guangdong, in a pincer attack on Guangzhou. In order to thoroughly eliminate the warlord forces within Guangdong Province and unify the revolutionary base area of Guangdong, the Guangzhou government decided to launch a second Eastern Expedition, appointing Chiang Kai-shek as commander-in-chief of the Eastern Expedition Army, with Zhou Enlai as director of the General Political Department.

On September 28, the National Government issued the strategic plan for the Eastern Expedition operation: (1) On the East River front: the Eastern Expedition commander-in-chief Chiang Kai-shek (with the 1st and 4th Armies as the core) would set out immediately to suppress the rebel forces. (2) On the northern front: Lu Diping would serve as commander of the Northern Garrison, controlling the Sichuan troops stationed nearby who had rebelled. (3) On the southern front: the 8th and 12th Divisions (less the 34th Regiment), subordinate to Li Fulin, commander of the 5th Army, would guard Henan [i.e., the area south of the Pearl River] to defend against Deng Benyin’s forces to the south of Guangzhou. (4) In the Guangzhou area: Wang Maogong, division commander of the 2nd Division of the 1st Army and concurrently garrison commander of Guangzhou, would lead his subordinate 2nd Division (less the 4th Regiment), the Guard Corps’ 1st Regiment, and the Whampoa student army, and would be responsible for the security of Guangzhou. Zhu Peide, commander of the 3rd Army, would serve as commander of the general reserve force, standing by to be mobilized. Based on this overall Eastern Expedition strategy, Chiang Kai-shek further drew up a specific operational plan for the second Eastern Expedition: with the aim of destroying the rebel forces in the East River area, the main strength of the Eastern Expedition Army would be concentrated in the Zhengguo, Zengcheng, Shilong, and Shitan area, launching an offensive against the rebel units in the Chaozhou-Huizhou area. The Eastern Expedition forces were divided into three columns: the 1st Column under He Yingqin, the 2nd Column under Li Jishen, and the 3rd Column under Cheng Qian; the assembly dates and locations for each column were specified, along with the designated operational areas and lines of advance. On the same day, Chiang Kai-shek, in the name of commander-in-chief of the Eastern Expedition Army, issued the “Preparatory Mobilization Order.” Orders were given for all units to set out for their operational areas on October 1, 5, and 9 respectively.

Huizhou was the primary objective of the Eastern Expedition Army. Huizhou, the gateway to the East River region, had since ancient times been notoriously difficult to capture. During the first Eastern Expedition it had already been taken over by the Yunnan provincial troops, and, owing to Yang Ximin’s rebellion, Huizhou had once again fallen into the hands of the rebel forces. Chen Jiongming led his troops back to occupy and firmly hold Huizhou. In the operation to attack Huizhou, on October 8, 1925, Chiang Kai-shek ordered the 1st Column to dispatch a strong force to besiege the city of Huizhou, with the main strength concentrated near Xiangshui and Boluo, guarding against reinforcements from the direction of Heyuan and Zijin. He also personally drew up a detailed plan for storming the city and personally directed the assault. The attacking force launched five successive assaults on the city of Huizhou, none of which succeeded. Because of the heavy losses suffered by his units, the headquarters was shrouded in an atmosphere of gloom and pessimism. Chiang Kai-shek felt that, so soon after the start of the Eastern Expedition, suffering such heavy losses was not worthwhile, and proposed abandoning the attempt to take Huizhou and advancing by another route instead. This proposal, however, met with opposition from Zhou Enlai. Zhou personally went to the front to survey the terrain, and, together with the various unit commanders, concretely analyzed the enemy’s and our own situation, working out a new plan for storming the city, which was ultimately adopted by the headquarters.

After Chiang Kai-shek arrived at Boluo, he redeployed the strength of the three columns, issuing detailed regulations for the operational essentials of attacking Huizhou, covering the selection, organization, command, and coordination of the attacking troops, artillery targets, and communications. At 1100 hours on October 13, the general assault began, and mountain guns at every position opened up bombardment in succession. At 1400 hours, most of the crenellations on the northern wall of Huizhou had been destroyed by the Eastern Expedition Army’s artillery fire. The 4th Regiment of the 2nd Division of the 1st Army, under cover of artillery fire, swiftly crossed the north gate bridge and forded the moat on foot, launching an assault on the defending enemy at the city, and the fighting became extremely fierce. At 1600 hours, bamboo ladders brought up for scaling the wall reached the city, and by 1330 hours [i.e., 1330 the next day, or possibly a printing quirk in the source for “the following afternoon”] Regiment Commander Liu Yaochen of the 4th Regiment, directing the assault on the city from the bridge, was wounded, and casualties among officers and men were heavy. On the afternoon of the 13th, at 1400 hours, the Eastern Expedition Army’s 3rd Regiment of the 1st Army began an assault on the southwest corner of the city, and the fighting continued until evening, with the defending enemy still putting up desperate resistance.

On October 14, the Eastern Expedition Army continued its assault on the city of Huizhou; Commander-in-Chief Chiang Kai-shek personally went to the artillery position at Feie Peak to direct the battle, He Yingqin directed the fighting at the north gate, and the 8th Regiment of the 3rd Division of the 1st Army was dispatched to join the fighting, with the entire army’s artillery concentrated here as well. The fighting continued until 1530 hours, when the 4th Regiment was the first to scale the wall; the defending enemy, unable to hold, retreated in disarray. At this point, other units attacking the city also poured in one after another; He Yingqin, commander of the 1st Column, personally led the general reserve force into the city and swiftly joined the fighting. The remnants of the defending enemy fled in a rout toward the north gate, and the Eastern Expedition Army immediately gave chase, pressing their advantage to capture Huizhou.

During the second Eastern Expedition, Chen Geng, who had distinguished himself in the fighting to capture Huizhou, served as a company commander in the 4th Regiment. This regiment was formed from Whampoa Military Academy students, and all twelve of its company commanders were Communist Party members; the regiment’s combat effectiveness was exceptionally strong. On the way east from Huizhou, Chen Geng’s company was transferred to serve as the guard company of the Eastern Expedition Army’s headquarters, its main duty being to protect Chiang Kai-shek. At this time, the main strength of the rebel forces under Lin Hu was concentrated at Huayang, and had surrounded the Eastern Expedition Army’s 3rd Division, which had been reorganized from the old Guangdong provincial forces and had little training. Chiang Kai-shek rushed to the Huayang front to direct the battle, but, caught in the encirclement of Lin Hu’s forces, found himself in a desperate situation. Chiang Kai-shek is said to have exclaimed: “How has the commander-in-chief come to such a pass — how could I ever face the elders of Jiangdong again!” At that time, Chen Geng, the guard company commander, carried Chiang Kai-shek on his back and escaped from the danger, disguising himself as a peasant, and, carrying Chiang Kai-shek’s handwritten letter asking Party representative Zhou Enlai for reinforcements, traveled more than 160 li on foot, arriving at the rear at 1300 hours the following day and delivering the letter to Zhou Enlai. Upon receiving the letter, Zhou Enlai and He Yingqin immediately dispatched a unit to bring Chiang Kai-shek back, and, with the support of this unit, the 3rd Division gathered its scattered troops and reorganized itself.

At this time, Chen Jiongming, in coordination with his ally Deng Benyin to the south, again gathered his remaining forces and advanced from the Xijiang (West River) area. In addition to ordering Yu Zuobo to lead two brigades from Guangxi to reinforce the southern front, the Guangzhou National Government also drew Li Jishen’s eastern-front column, including Chen Mingshu’s and Zhang Fakui’s brigades, back to reinforce the south. Fighting under conditions of numerical inferiority, the Eastern Expedition Army fought valiantly, and, with the support of the people in every part of the East River region, won every battle it fought. On November 4, the 1st Column recovered Chaozhou and Shantou; on the 28th, the 3rd Column successively captured Wuhua and Xingning, and, pressing its advantage, advanced toward Meixian and Dabu. Afterward, all columns joined forces to pursue the fleeing enemy to the border area of Yongding in Fujian Province. At this point, the remnants of Chen Jiongming’s forces were scattered and in flight along the Fujian-Jiangxi border, and were no longer capable of harassing the East River region.

At the same time, in order to thoroughly eliminate the warlord forces within the province and consolidate the Guangdong revolutionary base area, the Guangzhou National Government decided that, while carrying out the second Eastern Expedition, it would simultaneously send troops south to suppress Deng Benyin’s forces. From early November to the end of December, the Southern Expedition Army, commanded by Zhu Peide, successively captured Gaozhou, Leizhou, Qinzhou, and Lianzhou (present-day Hepu, Guangxi), routing Deng Benyin’s forces in a single campaign. In February 1926, the Southern Expedition Army crossed the sea to fight, also wiping out the remaining warlord forces occupying Hainan Island, achieving victory in the Southern Expedition.




III. Evaluation

The victory of the National Government’s Eastern and Southern Expeditions brought the Guangdong revolutionary base area to a state of unification, laying a relatively reliable rear base for the National Revolutionary Army’s subsequent Northern Expedition against the Beiyang warlords. The National Revolutionary Army’s campaigns against Chen Jiongming’s Eastern Expedition demonstrated that the new warlord force of the Nationalist Party represented by Chiang Kai-shek had emerged as a newly born military force on the stage of Chinese social history. At the same time, the Chinese Communist Party’s Party organizations and Party representatives at every level within the National Revolutionary Army displayed outstanding organizational ability, combat ability, and political-ideological work ability in the fighting, and, in our Party’s earliest involvement in military work, began to accumulate political experience, organizational experience, and military experience. A group of Chinese Communist Party members gradually developed their military talents through the fighting, becoming the military backbone and political-ideological propaganda backbone of our Party. Studying and researching this battle case is of great significance for understanding how our army, before its formal founding, learned from and accumulated experience in army-building, ultimately building a proletarian army led by the Chinese Communist Party.


(1) The Brave and Skilled Whampoa Military Academy “School Army” Played a Pioneering Role

In the first Eastern Expedition, the forces of Yang Ximin’s “Army to Establish the Nation” from Yunnan were the strongest. However, after the Guangzhou Revolutionary Government issued the order to advance on the East River, the forces of Yang (Ximin) and Liu (Zhenhuan) not only kept their troops from moving but were also secretly colluding with Chen Jiongming, plotting to launch a rebellion. The combat effectiveness of the other allied forces was likewise weak, so that the main burden of the Eastern Expedition operations fell onto the shoulders of the Whampoa Military Academy’s student corps and training regiments. This force organized by the Whampoa Military Academy was, at the time, collectively known as the Whampoa “school army.” Although the two training regiments of the “school army” had only recently been formed, because their cadres at every level were drawn from the academy’s teaching staff and its first graduating class, with Communist Party members and Communist Youth League members as the backbone, and because they modeled themselves on the organization of the Soviet Red Army and implemented the Party representative system, they possessed very strong combat effectiveness. The academy’s student corps included: the 2nd Class Student Infantry General Corps (commanded by Hu Shusen), the 2nd Class Student Artillery Battalion (battalion commander Cai Zhongwan), the 2nd Class Student Engineer Corps (commander Li Zhuoyuan), the 2nd Class Student Baggage Corps (commander Huang Zaiji), and the 3rd Class Recruit 1st Battalion (battalion commander Chen Jixiao), among others. In addition, the Guangdong provincial 2nd Division (division commander Zhang Minda) and the 1st Brigade (brigade commander Xu Ji) were also incorporated into the organization of the Whampoa “school army.” Chiang Kai-shek commanded the “school army” in the name of chief of staff of the Guangdong provincial forces’ general headquarters and commandant of the Whampoa Military Academy, with Liao Zhongkai as Party representative and Zhou Enlai as director of the Political Department.

The Whampoa Military Academy “school army’s” two training regiments, together with the Guangdong provincial 2nd and 4th Divisions, totaling more than 10,000 men, were first tasked with capturing Danshui — the first major battle of the Eastern Expedition operations. The “school army” played an important role in this battle. Danshui was a strategically located, easily defended, hard-to-attack walled town. Chen Jiongming’s rebel forces defended Danshui with more than 4,000 troops. With the training regiments of the Whampoa “school army” serving as the main force in the assault on the city, the two sides became locked in a standoff beneath the walls of Danshui, as the defenders held the city gates firmly shut and the Whampoa “school army” could not break through. At this point, reinforcements for the rebel forces were about to arrive, and the situation grew rather urgent. In order to resolve the battle as quickly as possible, the “school army’s” training regiment organized a “dare-to-die corps” of 10 officers and 100 soldiers, tasked with the operation of forcibly scaling the city wall. Under the covering fire of artillery, infantry, and machine guns, the “dare-to-die corps” used cloud ladders to scale the wall. After fierce street fighting, the defending enemy was completely wiped out and Danshui was captured. Although the battle for Danshui was fought under very difficult conditions, this single victory greatly boosted the confidence of the Eastern Expedition Allied Army, and also established the prestige of the Whampoa Military Academy “school army,” laying the foundation for the victory of the first Eastern Expedition.

The encounter battle at Mianhu was a brutal engagement of the first Eastern Expedition, and also a critical battle that decided the success or failure of the entire campaign. The Whampoa “school army’s” 1st Training Regiment, at Mianhu, encountered the main strength of Chen Jiongming’s rebel forces under Lin Hu, and a fierce battle ensued. Because the 2nd Training Regiment’s commander Qian Dajun acted too slowly and failed to arrive in time to provide support, the rebel forces were able to throw their full strength against the 1st Training Regiment alone. The 1st Training Regiment came under enormous pressure; officer and soldier casualties exceeded one-third, and the entire line very nearly collapsed. Only after the 2nd Training Regiment joined the fighting and carried out a fierce counterattack did the situation turn from crisis to safety. After suffering this fierce assault, Lin Hu’s rebel forces were caught off guard and were forced to retreat, falling into disarray. The 1st Training Regiment then pressed the pursuit, and Lin Hu’s forces collapsed along the entire front. The great battle at Mianhu ended in victory for the Whampoa Military Academy “school army.” The Soviet military advisers accompanying the army, in their assessment of the battle of Mianhu, highly praised the fighting spirit of the 1st Training Regiment, considering it comparable to the finest units of the Soviet Red Army.



(2) Correct Command, Appropriate Deployment, and the Participation of Soviet Advisers Powerfully Advanced the Progress of the Campaign

In the two Eastern Expedition campaigns, Commander-in-Chief Chiang Kai-shek, Political Department Director Zhou Enlai, and the Soviet advisers pooled their wisdom and planned meticulously in operational command, playing an important role in the victory of the campaigns. General Galen (the pseudonym of V. K. Blücher), who served as chief adviser during the first Eastern Expedition, and many other Soviet advisers, put forward a number of constructive suggestions on the Eastern Expedition plan, operational command, and other matters. General Galen, at a meeting of the National Government’s Military Commission, was the first to propose the Eastern Expedition plan, and advocated organizing the Whampoa Military Academy’s student corps and other units garrisoned in Guangzhou into an Eastern Expedition Allied Army, marching in left, center, and right columns to carry out the Eastern Expedition. After research and discussion, the Military Commission adopted the Eastern Expedition plan proposed by Galen. On February 1, 1925, the Eastern Expedition Army set out in three columns, with the Left Column formed from the Whampoa Military Academy’s “school army” and Guangdong provincial troops. This Left Column was, in effect, the main force of the Eastern Expedition Allied Army. General Galen, together with more than ten Soviet advisers including Tsepanov, Rogachev, and Smirnov, accompanied the Left Column into battle. In the fighting to attack the city of Danshui, the assault stalled for a long time because of a shortage of scaling ladders. Under these circumstances, Tsepanov, braving the enemy’s dense gunfire, personally went to the base of the wall to demonstrate to the soldiers how to form human ladders, enabling the unit to successfully capture the city of Danshui. Before the second Eastern Expedition, the National Government reorganized its subordinate forces. The Soviet Advisory Group dispatched a large number of advisers to assist the work of each army. The assistance of the Soviet advisers played a major role in the building and combat operations of the National Revolutionary Army. During the second Eastern Expedition, a staff group formed of Soviet advisers headed by Rogachev participated in drawing up the Eastern Expedition plan, and accompanied the Eastern Expedition Army, taking part in the operation to attack Huizhou.

In both Eastern Expedition campaigns, because the command headquarters had the concrete guidance of Soviet military advisers, Chiang Kai-shek, Zhou Enlai, and others, in commanding the campaigns, proceeded from actual conditions rather than clinging stubbornly to their own views, pooling wisdom broadly and planning meticulously, and personally going to the front lines — all of which played an important role in the victory of the Eastern Expedition campaigns to suppress the rebellion.



(3) The Party Representative System of Every Party and the New Type of Political Work Were an Important Guarantee of Victory

Before the Eastern Expedition operations, Zhou Enlai had already given an important speech at the Whampoa Military Academy titled “Political Work in the Army.” In this speech, using the Marxist viewpoint of class and the method of class analysis, he pointed out incisively that “the army is a tool — a weapon”; “the army is a tool of the oppressing class, but it can also be transformed into a tool of the oppressed class, becoming a tool by which workers and peasants liberate themselves.” The political work of both Eastern Expedition campaigns was under the overall responsibility of Zhou Enlai; in the first, he presided over political work in his capacity as director of the Whampoa Military Academy’s Political Department, and in the second, in his capacity as director of the Political Department of the National Revolutionary Army’s 1st Army and concurrently director of the Eastern Expedition’s General Political Department. During the first Eastern Expedition, through Zhou Enlai’s efforts, the Party representative system within the army was improved, with Party representatives established at the regiment, battalion, and company levels, each responsible for wartime political work at every level of the Eastern Expedition Army. During the second Eastern Expedition, political work became even more tightly organized, more systematic, and more forceful. The organizational development of the Chinese Communist Party within the Eastern Expedition Army, and the exemplary vanguard role played by Party members, played an important part in strengthening the army’s development and achieving victory in battle.



(4) Skillful and Vigorous Wartime Political Work Won the Understanding and Support of the People

In the political plan of the Eastern Expedition Army, the very first section stated plainly at the outset: the greatest difference between the revolutionary army and other armies lay in the army’s internal political propaganda work, and this was the fundamental reason the revolutionary army was able to win its battles. This propaganda work was important in peacetime, and became even more essential in wartime. To enable people to cooperate with the army in wartime and join forces against the enemy depended entirely on doing this work well.

The political work plan drawn up around the Eastern Expedition campaign specified that the work of the propaganda teams would be divided into three areas: (1) propaganda work directed at our own troops; (2) propaganda work directed at the enemy troops; and (3) propaganda work directed at the general public. In the propaganda work directed at our own troops: first, explaining the significance of this operation to our own forces; second, explaining the level of preparedness of our own forces’ strength, so as to steady morale (such as clearly explaining the true state of affairs regarding food supply, ammunition replenishment, field hospital preparations, and popular sympathy, so that the soldiers would have no worries weighing on their minds), pointing out matters our army should attend to, so that officers and men would not become arrogant or complacent; third, clearly explaining the enemy’s weaknesses, comparing our army’s actual strength with the enemy’s, so that officers and men would understand the enemy’s situation and gain confidence; fourth, stirring the soldiers’ emotions and encouraging their courage in battle; fifth, warmly comforting and rewarding the wounded; and sixth, when marching and encamping, organizing various forms of entertainment to the fullest extent possible. In addition, in the propaganda work directed at the enemy, it was necessary to publicize the distinction between the revolutionary army and the counter-revolutionary army, pointing out the enemy’s way out; to publicize the oppression and suffering endured by the enemy’s soldiers, and the happy conditions, both spiritual and material, enjoyed by soldiers of the revolutionary army; to conduct propaganda toward captured enemy soldiers, and to treat them with warm comfort and consideration.

For the Eastern Expedition, methods of political work and propaganda slogans to be used in various situations arising during the march and in combat were also drawn up. The Political Department repeatedly exhorted officers and men to fight bravely and selflessly to save the nation and its people, calling for them to “cherish the people in every possible way and never disturb them,” and establishing discipline such as “no impressment of civilian labor, no requisitioning of food, no forcible occupation of civilian housing, and no use of military scrip.” The discipline of the Eastern Expedition Army was strict and clear, disturbing neither chickens nor dogs; at the time there circulated among the troops a “Love the People Song” with lyrics such as “Don’t take the doors off people’s houses as you pass, don’t tear down civilian houses for bricks, don’t trample the crops in the fields, don’t take the people’s ducks and chickens.” Newspapers of the time reported that “wherever the army passed, it did not disturb the common people — not so much as a blade of grass or a tree. Old women and young girls watched with delight and crowded around to see. Chickens and dogs were not startled, and the marketplaces remained peaceful; at night, if there were no government offices to billet in, tents were set up.” “The elders of the East River region said that this was the first time since the founding of the Republic that they had seen anything like it — that this was a truly revolutionary army, a revolutionary army that truly protected the country and the people.” “Wherever the revolutionary army went, the people were glad to trade with it and voluntarily helped with transport and scouting duties, and so operations proceeded smoothly, and the East River region was subdued in a single campaign — this was the first achievement of wartime political work by a Chinese army.”

To ensure that the Eastern Expedition operation could win the support of the ordinary people, the Political Department printed and distributed 100,000 pieces of propaganda material, exposing Chen Jiongming’s crimes and making clear the purpose of the Eastern Expedition. A propaganda team organized by Communist Party members such as Zhou Enqun, Lu Deming, and Wu Tiemin distributed leaflets and photographs of Sun Yat-sen along the route, publicizing the aims and significance of the Eastern Expedition and the revolutionary army’s political discipline. After the Eastern Expedition Army captured Dongguan, Haifeng, and other counties, the Political Department convened mass rallies of representatives from all walks of life, attended by more than a thousand people, in each locality. Zhou Enlai delivered speeches there, expressing hope that “the compatriots of Dongguan would keep three things in mind: first, the revolutionary army would explain itself to the people so that they would understand its relationship with them; second, self-government would be practiced, with county magistrates chosen by popular election; third, every social organization ought to have a firm structure of its own.” After the propaganda work of the revolutionary army, the misgivings of the masses were dispelled, so that the Eastern Expedition won the sympathy and support of the people, who provided the Eastern Expedition units with provisions, undertook scouting and intelligence work, passed along information, served as guides, and helped with transport. In the East River region — Huiyang, Haifeng, Lufeng, Wuhua, and Zijin — tens of thousands of peasants supported the front lines, living and dying together with the revolutionary army; more than 500 peasants and students of the East River region sacrificed their lives in the process.

The system of Party representatives and the political-ideological work of the Eastern Expedition operations were built with the direct participation and vigorous assistance of the Chinese Communist Party. The Communist Party’s system of Party representatives within the army made the Party aware of the importance, for army-building and combat operations, of the Party’s organizational role and the exemplary vanguard function of Party members. This had an important influence on the later universal establishment of Party organizations at every level and the implementation of the Party representative system within the Red Army. At the same time, tested through the practice of the Eastern Expedition to suppress the rebellion, political work within the army came to be highly valued by both the Nationalist and Communist Parties, and gradually developed into an institutionalized system. It was precisely this vigorous political propaganda that guaranteed the strict discipline and courageous fighting of the Eastern Expedition forces, winning them the support and backing of the popular masses. Political work played an important role in the victory of the Eastern Expedition campaign to suppress the rebellion.







Chapter 53: The Northern Expedition War

(1926 – 1927)

The Northern Expedition War was a revolutionary war waged jointly by the Chinese Nationalist Party and the Chinese Communist Party, from 1926 to 1927, in which the National Revolutionary Army was led to overthrow the rule of the imperialism-backed Beiyang warlords. In the Northern Expedition War, the National Revolutionary Army committed more than 100,000 troops (later increasing to nearly a million), while the Beiyang warlords committed 750,000 troops. The National Revolutionary Army accurately grasped the battlefield situation and, with inferior numbers, defeated a superior enemy, achieving victory in the Northern Expedition and laying the foundation for the unification of the whole country.




I. Operational Background and the Intentions of Both Sides

After Yuan Shikai’s death in 1916, the Beiyang warlords split into the Zhili and Anhui factions, and the Fengtian faction and other regional warlords likewise took shape one after another. The various warlords fought incessantly year after year to seize territory and expand their strength, bringing the people untold suffering. Overthrowing the Beiyang warlords and ending the dark rule of the feudal warlords had become an urgent demand of the Chinese people. After the first Nationalist-Communist cooperation was realized in January 1924, the Nationalist Party, after two years of arduous struggle, had successively founded the Whampoa Military Academy, established a revolutionary army, put down the mutiny of the Guangzhou Merchant Corps and the rebellions of the Yunnan and Guangxi warlords Yang Ximin and Liu Zhenhuan, and formed a national government, organizing the National Revolutionary Army and carrying out the Eastern and Southern Expeditions — thereby unifying and consolidating the revolutionary base area and revolutionary regime in Guangdong. It then went on to achieve the unification of Guangdong and Guangxi. At the same time, the nationwide mass movement of workers and peasants for revolution, marked by the “May Thirtieth” Movement, the Hong Kong–Guangzhou general strike, and the Guangdong peasant movement, surged to unprecedented heights. The Northern Expedition already had a political, economic, military, and mass foundation. In January 1926, the Second National Congress of the Nationalist Party put forward the platform of overthrowing imperialism, overthrowing the warlords, and unifying all of China. In February, a special session of the CCP Central Committee resolved to make preparations for the Northern Expedition in every respect. On June 5, a provisional plenary session of the Central Executive Committee of the Nationalist Party adopted a plan for rapidly launching the Northern Expedition. On July 1, 1926, the Military Commission of the National Government issued the mobilization order for the Northern Expedition. On the 9th, the National Revolutionary Army held its oath-taking ceremony in Guangzhou, and the Northern Expedition War formally began. On September 17, Feng Yuxiang led his troops in an oath-taking ceremony at Wuyuan in Suiyuan (present-day part of Inner Mongolia), organizing the Allied National Army, roughly 50,000 strong (later growing to about 200,000), in support of the Northern Expedition.

The National Revolutionary Army’s operational intentions: The National Revolutionary Army had eight armies totaling more than 100,000 men (growing during the course of the war to more than 40 armies and nearly a million men). Chiang Kai-shek served as commander-in-chief; Li Jishen served as acting chief of staff of the commander-in-chief’s headquarters; Bai Chongxi served as deputy chief of staff; Deng Yanda served as director of the Political Department; and Guo Moruo served as deputy director of the Political Department. He Yaozu, Tan Yankai, Zhu Peide, Li Jishen, Li Fulin, Cheng Qian, Li Zongren, and Tang Shengzhi respectively commanded the 1st through 8th Armies. Miao Bin and Li Fuchun (Communist Party members), Zhu Keqing (Communist Party member), Liao Qianwu (Communist Party member), Li Langru, Lin Boqu (Communist Party member), Huang Shaohong, and Liu Wendao respectively served as Party representatives or deputy Party representatives of the 1st through 8th Armies. Except for the 8th Army, stationed in Hengshan and Anren in Hunan, the other six armies were all stationed in Guangdong. The deployment was: the main force would advance into Hunan and Hubei, while a large part of the 1st Army would remain in the Shantou and Meixian area of Guangdong to guard against Fujian; parts of the 1st and 4th Armies and the bulk of the 5th Army would stay behind to defend Guangzhou.

Under the advice of the Soviet military advisory group headed by V. K. Blücher (using the alias “Galen”), the National Revolutionary Army headquarters, based on the balance of military strength between the two sides and the contradictions among the warlords, formulated the strategic policy of “concentrating strength and defeating the enemy one by one,” resolving first to eliminate Wu Peifu’s forces, then to annihilate Sun Chuanfang’s forces, and finally to destroy Zhang Zuolin’s forces, thereby unifying the whole country. Once this strategic direction had been settled, the National Revolutionary Army advanced along three routes to carry out the Northern Expedition. The specific deployment was as follows: the Western Route Army, commanded by Tang Shengzhi (the 4th, 6th, 7th, and 8th Armies), would first advance toward Changsha and Wuhan and strive to occupy them; the Central Route Army (the 2nd and 3rd Armies and the 1st and 2nd Divisions of the 1st Army), directly commanded by Chiang Kai-shek, would advance in the direction of Jiangxi, with the task of protecting the right flank and rear of the Western Route Army and covering the Guangdong revolutionary base area; and the Right Route Army, commanded by He Yingqin (the 3rd and 4th Divisions of the 1st Army and one independent regiment), was mainly responsible for the security of the Fujian-Guangdong border area in eastern Guangdong.

The Beiyang warlords’ operational intentions: The Beiyang warlords’ armed forces consisted mainly of three groups: the Zhili faction warlord Wu Peifu, backed by British and American imperialism, entrenched in the three provinces of Hubei, Hunan, and Henan and part of Hebei and Shaanxi, controlling the Beijing-Hankou Railway and the middle reaches of the Yangtze River, with 200,000 troops under his command, making him the strongest of the Beiyang warlord forces; Sun Chuanfang, who had split off from the Zhili faction to form his own group, also backed by Britain and the United States, occupying the five provinces of Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Anhui, Fujian, and Jiangxi, controlling the lower reaches of the Yangtze and the southern section of the Tianjin-Pukou Railway, with 200,000 troops; and the pro-Japanese-imperialist Fengtian faction warlord Zhang Zuolin, occupying the three northeastern provinces and the Beijing-Tianjin area, controlling the northern section of the Tianjin-Pukou Railway, with 350,000 troops. These warlord forces, under the direction of the imperialist powers, eyed each other covetously while secretly conspiring to join forces, attempting to carve up China and, when conditions allowed, to attack the Guangdong revolutionary base area.




II. Course of the Battle

Following the strategic policy of “concentrating strength and defeating the enemy one by one,” the National Revolutionary Army divided the implementation of the Northern Expedition plan into two major stages: the first stage — fighting in the two Hunan-Hubei provinces, then shifting troops to Nanchang, and then taking Shanghai and Nanjing, so as to annihilate the two great warlord groups of Wu Peifu and Sun Chuanfang; the second stage — the Wuhan government’s Northern Expedition, joining forces with Feng Yuxiang at Zhengzhou, and crushing the Fengtian faction warlord Zhang Zuolin.

Stage One: Fighting in the Two Hunan-Hubei Provinces, Shifting Troops to Nanchang, Then Taking Shanghai and Nanjing (July 1926 – March 1927)

The Advance into Hunan and Hubei. Before the battle, Zhao Hengti, the governor and warlord of Hunan Province, commanded four divisions and nominally proclaimed self-government, but was in reality a lackey of Wu Peifu. In early 1926, the people of Hunan rose up in a movement to suppress Wu (Peifu) and drive out Zhao (Hengti). The Hunan defense army’s 4th Division commander Tang Shengzhi, after establishing contact with Guangdong and Guangxi, raised troops against Zhao, occupying Changsha and Yueyang and assuming the post of acting provincial governor; however, Tang Shengzhi’s revolutionary leanings were not tolerated by Wu Peifu. In April, Wu Peifu appointed Ye Kaixin, commander of Zhao Hengti’s 3rd Division, as commander-in-chief of the Hunan Army, ordering him to lead three divisions plus two brigades to counterattack Changsha; at the same time, he ordered Li Duozhang, commander of the Hunan-Hubei Border Defense Army, to lead four divisions plus three brigades to reinforce Ye Kaixin. Under the heavy pressure of Wu’s forces, in early May Tang Shengzhi abandoned Changsha and fell back to defend Hengyang, urgently telegraphing the Guangzhou National Government for aid. On May 10 the National Government decided to send troops to aid Tang, dispatching the 7th and 8th Brigades of the 7th Army to enter Hunan first. On the 21st, Tang Shengzhi was appointed commander of the 8th Army of the National Revolutionary Army and vanguard commander for the Northern Expedition. On the 24th, the 10th and 12th Divisions of the 4th Army and Ye Ting’s Independent Regiment were also sent into Hunan to support Tang. The 8th Brigade of the 7th Army, on June 1, repulsed part of Ye Kaixin’s advancing forces in the area of Jinlansi, northwest of Hengyang. Ye Ting’s Independent Regiment reached Anren in Hunan on June 2 and, with the cooperation of part of the 39th Regiment of the 8th Army, repulsed the attack of four enemy regiments in the Ludian and Longjiawan area north of Anren on the 5th, then advanced to occupy Youxian. Tang Shengzhi’s forces achieved victory in their operations to relieve the pressure, stabilized the situation in Hunan, and opened the way for the northward advance.

In early July, the National Revolutionary Army’s 4th, 7th, and 8th Armies concentrated in the Anren, Hengyang, and Yongfeng (present-day Shuangfeng) area, then advanced on Changsha along three routes. The Left Route — the 2nd and 4th Divisions of the 8th Army, and the 8th Brigade of the 7th Army — successively captured Loudi, Guishui, and Tanshi, and pushed on toward Ningxiang. The Right Route — the 12th Division of the 4th Army, heading toward Shentan (south of Liling), with Ye Ting’s Independent Regiment thrusting toward Sishui, and the 10th Division cooperating at Huangtuling — forced the enemy to retreat toward Liuyang, taking Liling without a fight. The Central Route — the 3rd Division of the 8th Army, the Training Division, and the 1st Division of the Hubei Army, successively captured Liuyang and Liyang counties, and then the 3rd Division entered Changsha on the 11th, capturing more than 2,000 prisoners. Ye Kaixin’s remaining forces retreated to hold the north bank of the Miluo River.

On August 12, Chiang Kai-shek convened a military conference at Changsha, and it was decided that, taking advantage of the fact that Wu Peifu’s main force was engaged in attacking the National Army in the Zhili region (present-day Hebei), leaving Hubei’s forces weak, the main force would swiftly press directly toward Wuhan, while for the time being adopting a defensive posture toward Jiangxi. Tang Shengzhi, concurrently serving as commander-in-chief of the Central Army, would lead the Left Column (8th Army) and Right Column (4th and 7th Armies) to capture Yueyang and Pingjiang and drive directly on Wuhan; Zhu Peide, commander-in-chief of the Right Flank Army, would lead the 2nd and 3rd Armies, the Independent 1st Division (reorganized from the 4th Division of the Jiangxi Army), and the 46th Regiment of the 5th Army to assemble at Liling and Youxian and other places, guarding against Jiangxi and covering the flank and rear security of the Central Army; Yuan Zuming, commander-in-chief of the Left Flank Army, would lead the 9th and 10th Armies, reorganized from Guizhou provincial troops, to advance from the Changde area of Hunan to take Shashi and Jingmen in Hubei, and to seize Yichang and Xiangyang as opportunity allowed; the 6th Army and the 1st and 2nd Divisions of the 1st Army would serve as the general reserve.

On August 19, the Central Army advanced against the north bank of the Miluo River. The 4th Army of the Right Column attacked Pingjiang, its right-flank 10th Division fording the Miluo at Tuotian and occupying Feitian, while the left-flank 12th Division, under its cover, forded the Miluo at Baiyuhu, part of the force making a flanking attack toward Tianyue Mountain and Lushu Mountain, and part advancing to attack the northeast of Pingjiang city; after fierce fighting, the defenders retreated into the city through the north gate. Ye Ting’s Independent Regiment launched a fierce assault on the east gate of Pingjiang, repelling the defenders and breaking into the city. One brigade of the defenders at Pingjiang surrendered along with its weapons. At the same time, the 1st and 2nd Brigades of the 7th Army of the Right Column, having successively occupied Wukou and Huangtang, swiftly advanced toward Zhangjiapai after repelling the stubborn resistance at Jiangjiaping. The 8th Brigade launched a fierce assault on Jiangshan, but met with resistance from the defenders. The 7th Army committed its reserve regiment on both flanks to join the fighting, repelling the defenders and capturing Zhangjiapai. The 8th Army of the Left Column forded the Miluo River that same day and, meeting no resistance, occupied Changlejie and Huanggushi respectively. Afterward, the two flanking columns pressed their advantage, and by August 22 had successively captured Yueyang, Tongcheng (in Hubei), and Yanglousi, and began fighting on Hubei soil.

During this period, after Wu Peifu, together with Zhang Zuolin’s forces, defeated the National Army at Nankou (present-day part of Beijing) and other places in Zhili, he moved troops south, personally leading the Hubei Provisional 4th Division and the Army’s 8th Division to Hankou on August 25, ordering the more than 10,000 men of the Hubei Provisional 1st Division and the Guard Brigade, retreating from Yueyang and Tongcheng, to hold firm at Tingsi Bridge in Xianning, Hubei, and dispatching the Central 25th Division’s 13th Mixed Brigade plus one additional regiment as reinforcement. In addition, the Army’s 8th Division was moved forward to establish a solid position in the Hesheng Bridge area. The Military Guard Army occupied Zhifang, while the Hubei Army’s 3rd Brigade and remnants of Hunan Army troops gathered at Bailuoji, Xindi, and Jiayu, cooperating with the navy to block the National Revolutionary Army’s crossing of the river.

On August 25, the National Revolutionary Army’s 4th Army, with Ye Ting’s Independent Regiment acting as vanguard for the 12th Division, made a surprise attack on Zhonghuopu Station on the Guangzhou-Hankou Railway, annihilating one regiment of Wu’s forces; the 10th Division advanced to occupy Yangquanpan. The 7th Army occupied Dashaping and Guikoushi. The 8th Army occupied Linxiang (present-day Luxian), Yanglousi, Pujiang, and other places. Based on headquarters’ decision to swiftly attack Wuhan, Tang Shengzhi resolved that the 8th Army would capture Hanyang and Hankou, while the 4th and 7th Armies would advance along the railway to take Wuchang.

The Battle of Tingsi Bridge. Chen Keyu, acting commander of the 4th Army, decided to take advantage of the fact that the main strength of Wu Peifu’s forces had not yet arrived, and at dawn on August 26 launched an assault on Tingsi Bridge. The 35th Regiment of the 12th Division met resistance from part of Wu’s forces at Gaozhu Mountain and, advancing to the railway bridgehead, came under enemy fire and was blocked. The 36th Regiment advanced to the high ground southeast of Tingsi Bridge but, coming under plunging fire from the enemy, was also unable to advance. The 29th and 30th Regiments of the 10th Division deployed on either flank of the 36th Regiment, and the fierce fighting continued until late at night without progress. The 36th Regiment attempted a night attack through the center but this too failed. Zhang Fakui, commander of the 12th Division, resolved to send Ye Ting’s Independent Regiment and an artillery battalion in a flanking maneuver via a side route toward Gutangjiao, northeast of Tingsi Bridge, to envelop the enemy’s rear from the right. At dawn on the 27th, Ye Ting’s Independent Regiment secretly approached Gutangjiao by a hidden path, and, coordinating with a general assault by the frontal forces, caught Wu’s forces in a pincer from front and rear; Wu’s entire line collapsed, with more than 2,400 men taken prisoner, while the remaining forces fled north. The 4th Army occupied Tingsi Bridge. Ye Ting’s Independent Regiment pressed the pursuit and, that same noon, captured Xianning.

The Battle of Hesheng Bridge. Wu Peifu personally led the Hubei Provisional 4th Division, the Army’s 8th Division, and the remnants defeated at the Battle of Tingsi Bridge — a combined force of more than 20,000 — to establish echeloned defenses at Hesheng Bridge and, to its south, Yanglintang and Taolinpu, in an attempt to fight to the death. The National Revolutionary Army gave Wu’s forces no chance to catch their breath, and on August 29 the 4th and 7th Armies launched the Battle of Hesheng Bridge. The 8th Brigade of the 7th Army, after repelling the resistance of about one regiment of Wu’s forces near Yuanjiapu, advanced toward Taolinpu, but along the way came under counterattack from Wu’s forces and was forced to retreat. The 12th Division of the 4th Army fought Wu’s forces to a standstill near Yanglintang, and a stalemate formed. At dawn on the 30th, the 4th and 7th Armies continued their assault; Ye Ting’s Independent Regiment charged fiercely and broke into Wu’s main position at Yanglintang, advancing toward Yuanlinpu. At this point, part of Wu’s forces counterattacked from the flank, attempting to encircle Ye Ting’s Independent Regiment. The 28th Regiment of the 10th Division and the 36th Regiment of the 12th Division reinforced in time, joining forces to resist the enemy and breaking through Wu’s line at Taolinpu, then advancing on Hesheng Bridge. After the 7th Army captured Yuanlinpu, it immediately attacked the south bridge on the east side of Hesheng Bridge. Wu’s forces, defeated at the front and attacked from the rear, saw their entire line waver and rout. The National Revolutionary Army occupied Hesheng Bridge that same morning, taking more than 3,500 prisoners.

The Assault on Wuhan. Wu Peifu rapidly concentrated his forces, attempting to hold Wuhan by relying on the Yangtze River and the Han River. His deployment was: the Army’s 3rd and 8th Divisions and the Central 25th Division and other units defending Wuchang; the Army’s 14th Division defending Hanyang and Hankou; the remnants of the Hunan Army at Chibi and Jinkou, the Military Guard Army and Henan’s 10th Division at Yangluo and Huanggang, the Hubei Provisional 2nd Division and Henan’s Provisional 2nd Division at Caidian and Shayang, and the 13th Mixed Brigade and Junhua guerrilla units and the like in the area near Hankou, safeguarding the security of Wuhan. The National Revolutionary Army surrounded the city of Wuchang on September 1. On the 2nd, the forward command decided that the 4th Army, together with the attached 2nd Division of the 1st Army and the 7th and 8th Brigades of the 7th Army, would spearhead the assault on the city of Wuchang. In many of the assaults on fortified positions during the Northern Expedition, dare-to-die corps were organized, whose members were almost entirely Whampoa students; these dare-to-die corps encouraged one another and faced death without flinching. Battalion Commander Cao Yuan, a member of Whampoa’s first graduating class, in the battle to storm Wuchang, led a dare-to-die squad in scaling ladders up the city wall, leading from the front; in a report sent back to headquarters at the time, the final stroke of the character “渊” (Yuan) in his signature trailed off into a long line — it was precisely at that moment that he was unluckily struck by several bullets and died a heroic death. The 8th Army continued preparing to advance on Hanyang and Hankou; the 7th and 8th Brigades of the 7th Army, at Echeng (present-day Ezhou) and Fankou, cut off Wu’s forces’ line of communication along the Yangtze River, covering the flank and rear security of the units attacking the city; the 1st Division of the 1st Army served as the general reserve, standing by at Chongyang. Because the walls of Wuchang were high and thick, and Wu’s forces defended tenaciously, the city-storming units, lacking thorough preparation, launched two assaults on the city on the 3rd and 5th, neither of which succeeded, and casualties were heavy; the army therefore shifted to a blockade and siege of Wuchang.

The 8th Army, beginning on August 26, successively crossed the Yangtze at Linxiang and Jiayu, and on September 5 launched an assault on Hanyang. The Hubei Provisional 2nd Division of Wu’s forces defected and was reorganized as the 15th Army of the National Revolutionary Army (with Liu Zuolong as army commander), cooperating with the 8th Army’s operations; on the 6th it captured Turtle Hill. The 2nd Division of the 8th Army captured the Hanyang Arsenal, and the 4th Division captured the city of Hanyang. On the 7th, the 8th Army’s 2nd Division crossed the Han River and captured Hankou. Wu Peifu led his remaining forces in flight to the north. The 8th Army’s main force pressed the pursuit and, by the 16th, had successively occupied Wushengguan, Pingjingguan, Jigongshan, and Jiuliguan.

After the National Revolutionary Army captured Hanyang and Hankou, Wuchang had become an isolated city. In mid-September, the 7th Army and the 2nd Division of the 1st Army were ordered into Jiangxi to fight, while the 4th and 15th Armies and part of the 8th Army continued the blockade and siege of Wuhan. On October 8, Wu Junqing, division commander of the 3rd Division defending Wuchang, surrendered together with his troops. On the 10th, the city-storming units, with the cooperation of Wu Junqing’s forces from within, captured the city of Wuchang, killing or wounding more than 20,000 enemy troops, and capturing alive the garrison commander and 8th Division commander Liu Yuchun, and Hubei governor-general and concurrently Central 25th Division commander Chen Jiamo.

The Capture of Jiangxi. Just as the National Revolutionary Army was sweeping through Hunan and Hubei and Wu Peifu’s forces were on the verge of collapse, Sun Chuanfang, on August 25, convened a military conference in Nanjing and decided to transfer 100,000 troops from Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Anhui into Jiangxi, joining forces with his more than 20,000 troops already stationed there to advance into Hunan and Hubei; he also ordered Zhou Yinren, the governor-general of Fujian, to lead his troops in an attack on eastern Guangdong, threatening the National Revolutionary Army’s rear. In order to achieve its predetermined objective of taking Jiangxi, the National Revolutionary Army headquarters decided to go on the offensive against Jiangxi.

In early September, the National Revolutionary Army advanced into Jiangxi along three routes. In southern Jiangxi, commanded by Li Jishen, the 5th Division of the 2nd Army, the 16th Division and 46th Regiment of the 5th Army, and the 14th Army (reorganized from the Independent 1st Division, with Lai Shixuan as army commander) moved ahead of the other routes, capturing Ganzhou and then advancing north along the Gan River toward Ji’an. In western Jiangxi, commanded by Zhu Peide, the 3rd Army and the main force of the 2nd Army occupied Pingxiang, then successively captured Yichun, Wanzai, and Fenyi, fighting part of Sun’s forces at Xinyu (present-day Xinyu) and occupying the area after three days and nights of fighting. The 3rd Army advanced toward Gao’an, while the main force of the 2nd Army advanced toward Zhangshu. In northwestern Jiangxi, commanded by Cheng Qian, the 6th Army and the 1st Division of the 1st Army respectively captured Xiushui and Tonggu, then went on to take Fengxin and Gao’an. On September 19, the 6th Army’s 19th Division, taking advantage of a weak point in the enemy’s defense, captured the city of Nanchang. Sun Chuanfang gathered his forces along the Nanxun Railway (Nanchang–Jiujiang) line and in the Zhangshu area to counterattack. The 1st Division of the 1st Army, advancing from Fengxin toward Nanchang, met with a setback, suffering heavy casualties. The isolated 19th Division fought alone for three days before being forced to withdraw from Nanchang on the 21st. The next day, the 19th Division received reinforcement from the 17th Division of its own army and again advanced into Nanchang, but, again facing Sun’s superior numbers, was encircled and forced to break out on the 23rd, retreating toward Fengxin.

During this period, Sun Chuanfang reorganized his forces in Jiangxi and Fujian into five route armies, and established his headquarters at Jiujiang, personally taking command there. His plan was for one route to counterattack Nanchang from the rear, advancing from the direction of Gao’an; one route to cross the Wanjun Mountains via Wuning to attack Tongshan in Hubei; and one route to cross the river at Wuxue toward Yangxin, cutting the Wuhan–Changsha railway between Xianning and Puqi, and then move north to relieve Wuhan.

In late September, National Revolutionary Army headquarters organized a renewed attack on Nanchang. The 5th Division of the 2nd Army captured Taihe and Ji’an, and advanced toward Zhangshu. The 14th Army routed the enemy at Jishui and pursued toward Yongfeng. The main force of the 2nd Army, after fierce fighting with Sun’s forces at Xiajiang and Renhe crossing of the Gan River, occupied Yongtai in early October in the Xinyu (present-day Xingan) area, and then took Zhangshu without a fight, advancing toward Nanchang. During this period, part of Sun’s forces occupied Dazhi and Echeng in Hubei, and part advanced toward Tongshan and Chongyang, threatening Wuhan. The National Revolutionary Army’s forward command was alarmed. Li Zongren, commander of the 7th Army, in order to relieve the pressure, adopted the strategy of “besieging Wei to rescue Zhao,” swiftly infiltrating deep into northern Jiangxi from Yangxin, threatening Jiujiang and De’an, forcing Sun’s westward-advancing forces to turn back east; afterward, at Xikou, he wiped out Xie Hongxun’s division of Sun’s forces, and on October 3 advanced to the De’an area on the middle section of the Nanxun Railway, where, after fierce fighting, he killed or captured more than a thousand enemy troops from the four brigades under Lu Xiangting and others of Sun’s forces, and occupied De’an. Sun Chuanfang urgently summoned reinforcements from Nanchang, Jiujiang, and units already advanced into southeastern Hubei to counterattack. The 7th Army was forced to fall back to Xikou, and after a brief rest and reorganization, attacked De’an again, but in the end, being an isolated force without reinforcement, withdrew on the 7th to the Luojiapu area between De’an and Xikou, where the two sides settled into a standoff. At the same time, the 6th Army and the 1st Division of the 1st Army, positioned at Fengxin, forded the Xiushui River and occupied Yongxiu, but were encircled by Lu Xiangting’s forces reinforcing from De’an and were forced to break out and retreat to Bailou, northwest of Yongxiu. The 3rd Army, after fierce fighting at Xinyu, on October 2 annihilated more than 2,000 troops under Zheng Junyan of Sun’s forces in the Wanshougong area. On the 8th it advanced into the Niuhang and Lehua area, and again fought against Sun’s forces under Zheng Junyan and Lu Xiangting, clashing violently; the fighting raged on until the 12th, when, because Sun’s forces continued to reinforce, the 3rd Army’s casualties were heavy and its advance was blocked. Under these unfavorable circumstances, Chiang Kai-shek still ordered the 2nd Army and the 2nd Division of the 1st Army to storm Nanchang by force on October 11. Because the defenders had made preparations in advance, they held the well-fortified city with its deep moat, and, taking advantage of the night to organize counterattacks, repulsed the attacking force after three days of failed assaults, with heavy casualties, forcing a withdrawal on the 13th.

National Revolutionary Army headquarters summed up the lessons of the three failed attacks on Nanchang and concluded that the reason for the failures lay in Sun Chuanfang’s forces’ control of the main trunk lines of the Nanxun Railway, which gave them mobility. It therefore decided to concentrate its forces, first breaking the enemy at each key point along the Nanxun Railway, and only then retaking Nanchang, while also deciding to bring the 4th Army up from Wuchang to fight in Jiangxi. The National Revolutionary Army’s forces entering Jiangxi began their general assault on November 1, in three routes. The Right-Flank Army’s Right Column — the 14th Army, with the cooperation of the 2nd Army — first captured Fuzhou on October 20, cutting Sun’s forces’ route of retreat into Fujian, and advanced on Nanchang from the southeast. The Left-Flank Army’s 7th Army captured De’an on November 2, and, with the cooperation of part of the 4th Army (reorganized from the Hunan Army’s 1st Division), captured Macaoling on the 3rd, after which the main forces of the 4th and 7th Armies routed two of Sun’s divisions at Jiuxianling south of De’an, cutting the Nanxun Railway and advancing toward Yongxiu. The Independent 2nd Division (reorganized from the Hunan Army’s 1st Division) wiped out one division of Sun’s forces at Shaihuqiao between Jiujiang and Ruichang, and by the 7th had occupied Jiujiang, Ruichang, Hukou, and Wuxue. The Central Army’s 6th Army began its assault on Lehua on November 3, and after repeated enemy counterattacks and heavy casualties, was reinforced by the general reserve’s 1st and 2nd Divisions of the 1st Army, and, joining forces, captured Lehua and Yongxiu on the 4th. At this point, the main force of the Right-Flank Army’s Right Column, the 2nd Army, had already pressed toward Nanchang from Jinxian and Sankouzhen; the Right-Flank Army’s Left Column, the 3rd Army, with the cooperation of parts of the 2nd, 1st, 7th, and 6th Armies, occupied Niuhang on November 7, then pursued the fleeing enemy toward Yugan, capturing 15,000 prisoners at Diaocha. Seeing that defeat was certain, Sun Chuanfang boarded a ship and fled back to Nanjing. The defenders of Nanchang, seeing no hope of reinforcement, abandoned the city and fled in rout, losing more than 20,000 men. On November 8, the National Revolutionary Army occupied Nanchang.

The Advance into Fujian. In late September, in order to coordinate with the operations in the Jiangxi theater, Sun Chuanfang ordered Zhou Yinren, governor-general of Fujian, to launch an attack on eastern Guangdong. Zhou Yinren organized his more than 30,000 troops into four armies, and in early October captured Rao Ping, Songkou, and Raoping (present-day Sanrao) in eastern Guangdong. He Yingqin, commander of the National Revolutionary Army’s 1st Army, seizing the opportunity of victory on the Hunan-Hubei and Jiangxi fronts, shifted to the offensive. In mid-October, the 3rd Division and 14th Brigade of the 1st Army attacked Zhou’s forces’ rear from Xiang, Hubei, and Jiangxi, capturing Yongding and then returning to attack Songkou, capturing more than 4,000 troops of Zhou’s 3rd Army. At this time, Cao Wanshun and Du Qiyun, commanders of two brigades of Zhou’s 2nd Army, rose up in mutiny at Jiaoling and telegraphed their allegiance, reorganizing as the National Revolutionary Army’s 17th Army (with Cao Wanshun as army commander), and promptly advanced to the Zhongdu and Songyuan area, wiping out the remnants of Zhou’s 3rd Army retreating to that area; afterward, they pressed on toward Shanghang. The remnants of Zhou’s 4th and 2nd Armies retreated to hold Changting in the Shanghang area. In late October, the 17th Army advanced north from Shanghang along both banks of the Ting River, and, with the cooperation of the 2nd Division of the 14th Army entering Fujian from Jiangxi, repelled the defending enemy and occupied Changting. The Independent 4th Division, expanded from a supplementary regiment of the 1st Army, together with the 58th Regiment of the 20th Division and other units, successively repelled Zhou’s remaining 1st Army at Raoping, Zhao’an, and Zhangpu, and in November successively occupied Zhangzhou, Tong’an, Quanzhou, Putian, and Yongtai, closing in on Fuzhou. In early December, the 6th Division of the 2nd Army advanced from Jiangxi into Fujian, occupying Jian’ou and cutting Sun’s forces’ line of communication between Fujian and Zhejiang. At this time, the navy stationed in Fujian mutinied, and Li Shengchun of Zhou’s forces surrendered his troops in Fuzhou. On December 9, the National Revolutionary Army occupied Fuzhou.

The Joint Assault on Nanjing. After suffering repeated defeats, Sun Chuanfang appealed for help to the Fengtian faction warlord Zhang Zuolin, and together they organized the Ankuo Army [Pacify the Country Army], with Zhang Zuolin serving as commander-in-chief and Sun Chuanfang and Zhang Zongchang serving as deputy commanders-in-chief. The plan was for part of the Fengtian Army to enter Henan, prompting Wu Peifu to counterattack Hubei; Sun Chuanfang would counterattack Jiangxi; and Zhang Zongchang would lead the combined Zhili-Shandong army to garrison Suzhou and Wanbei (northern Anhui), cooperating in the counterattack on Hubei and Jiangxi. Sun Chuanfang gathered his remaining forces, more than 80,000 strong, and deployed them along the Shanghai-Nanjing Railway (Shanghai to Nanjing) and the Shanghai-Hangzhou Railway (Shanghai to Hangzhou), and in the southern Anhui area, resisting the advance of the National Revolutionary Army.

In order to clear out the enemy in the lower reaches of the Yangtze, National Revolutionary Army headquarters, in early January 1927, decided to advance on Hangzhou and Shanghai, and to jointly assault Nanjing. Chiang Kai-shek concurrently served as commander-in-chief of the Central Army, leading the River Right Army (composed of the 6th and 2nd Armies and the Independent 2nd Division, with Cheng Qian as commander-in-chief) and the River Left Army (composed of the 7th, 10th, and 15th Armies, with Li Zongren as commander-in-chief), advancing separately from Jiangxi and Hubei along both banks of the Yangtze toward Anhui and Jiangsu, with the main assault directed at Nanjing. He Yingqin served as commander-in-chief of the Eastern Route Army, leading the 1st, 14th, 17th, and 19th Armies (the 19th Army reorganized from Sun’s 1st Division, having mutinied to join, with Chen Yi as army commander) and the 26th Army (reorganized from Sun’s 3rd Division, having mutinied to join, with Zhou Fengqi as army commander), advancing in separate routes from Jiangxi and Fujian to seize Hangzhou and Shanghai and assist in the assault on Nanjing. Tang Shengzhi served as commander-in-chief of the Western Route Army, leading the 8th, 4th, 9th, and 11th Armies, advancing from Hubei into Henan to pin down the enemy to the north.

In late January 1927, the Eastern Route Army’s 1st and 26th Armies, with the cooperation of the 2nd Army, launched an offensive from the Quzhou area of Zhejiang toward Hangzhou, routing part of Sun’s forces near Longyou, and, by early February, after advancing into Lanxi and Jinhua, pressed their advantage toward Chun’an, Jiande (present-day Meicheng), and Pujiang. On February 11, in the Tonglu, Zhuji, and Fuyang area, they met resistance from four of Sun’s divisions under Meng Zhaoyue; after five days of fierce fighting, they captured 8,000 prisoners, and on February 18 occupied Hangzhou. During this period, the 14th and 17th Armies of the Eastern Route Army, together with part of the 1st Army, entered Zhejiang from Fujian, successively capturing Linhai, Ninghai, Ningbo, Shaoxing, and other places, clearing out the remaining forces of Sun Chuanfang within Zhejiang province. In early March, the Eastern Route Army began advancing on Shanghai and Nanjing; by the 20th, the 14th and 17th Armies, the 2nd Division of the 26th Army, and part of the 1st Army had, by way of the area west of Lake Tai, captured Changzhou and Danyang and other places, cutting the Shanghai-Nanjing Railway; the main force of the 1st Army and the 26th Army captured Songjiang, Songjiang (repeated in source; likely Songling), Wujiang, and Suzhou, closing in on Shanghai. On the 21st, Zhou Enlai and others led the workers of Shanghai in a third armed uprising, and after more than 30 hours of fierce fighting, occupied Shanghai. Part of the 1st Army seized the opportunity to enter the Shanghai city area.

At the same time, the River Left Army advanced from eastern Hubei toward Anqing and Luzhou (present-day Hefei). Because Sun’s forces — the Liu Baoti division, the Chen Diaoyuan division, and the Wang Pu brigade, along with Ye Kaixin’s remnant forces — mutinied one after another, Anqing fell without a fight on March 4, and by the 18th the army had advanced to the Luzhou and Lu’an line. The River Right Army advanced eastward along the south bank of the Yangtze from Jiangxi, successively capturing Wuhu and Dangtu, and on March 20 began the general assault on Nanjing; after two days of fierce fighting, it swept aside the outlying strongpoints at Qixia town, Zhiling Pass, and Longdu, and on the 23rd the 2nd Army pressed in on Zhongshan Gate and Guanghua Gate, the Independent 2nd Division advanced against Tongji Gate and Wuding Gate, and the 6th Army advanced to Yuhuatai, with that army’s 19th Division breaking through Zhonghua Gate into the city. That night, all units of the River Right Army entered the city from various directions and captured Nanjing.

Stage Two: Joining Forces with Feng Yuxiang at Zhengzhou, Crushing the Fengtian Faction (April – July 1927)

Advancing into Henan. With the continuous victories of the Northern Expedition War, the general situation of the Beiyang warlords was already lost, and the imperialist powers, in order to safeguard their interests in China, tightened their intervention in the Chinese revolution, seeking new agents from within the revolutionary camp. Chiang Kai-shek, as head of the Nationalist Party’s right wing, colluded with imperialism in preparation for betraying the revolution. On April 12, 1927, Chiang Kai-shek launched a counter-revolutionary coup in Shanghai, and on the 18th set up a separate national government in Nanjing, opposed to the Wuhan National Government. On the 19th, the Wuhan National Government took an oath to continue the Northern Expedition, advancing into Henan. Tang Shengzhi commanded three columns, more than 50,000 strong, advancing north in separate routes from the Zhumadian area along the Beijing-Hankou Railway. After Feng Yuxiang’s forces took their oath at Wuyuan, they advanced into Gansu and Shaanxi, lifted the siege of Xi’an, and in early May moved east out of Tong Pass to join in the assault on Henan.

The Fengtian Army entering Henan numbered about five armies, roughly 100,000 strong, dispersed north of Xiping and in Kaifeng, Zhengzhou, Luoyang, and other places. From mid-May, Tang Shengzhi’s forces successively fought the Fengtian Army at Xiping, Luohe, Shangcai, and other places, and especially in the decisive battle at Linying, killed or wounded more than 10,000 Fengtian troops, then pressed their advantage toward Zhengzhou and Kaifeng. At the same time, Feng Yuxiang’s forces likewise achieved a series of victories, successively capturing Lingbao, Shan County, and Mianchi, and, by May 27, taking Luoyang, Mengjin, and Yanshi. On June 1, the forces of Tang Shengzhi and Feng Yuxiang met and joined forces in victory at Zhengzhou. On the 2nd they occupied Kaifeng. The Fengtian Army retreated in defeat to Hebei and Shandong. Before long, Wu Peifu fled with a small guard detachment to Sichuan.

On July 15, Wang Jingwei convened the Wuhan Nationalist Party Central Executive Committee, formally adopting the decision on “separating from the Communists,” openly betraying Sun Yat-sen’s policy of Nationalist-Communist cooperation, and immediately merging with Chiang Kai-shek’s faction, causing the Northern Expedition War, which had been carried out under Nationalist-Communist cooperation, to be cut short partway.




III. Evaluation

In the space of just one year, the Northern Expedition War essentially eliminated the forces of the warlords Wu Peifu and Sun Chuanfang, dealt a heavy blow to the forces of the warlord Zhang Zuolin, and struck a severe blow at the rule of the Beiyang warlords, achieving a major victory at the strategic level and accelerating the historical progress of the Chinese revolution. Its strategic guidance and tactical application had much that is worth learning from. The forces controlled by the Chinese Communist Party and by Communist Party members likewise received thorough tempering in the Northern Expedition War, training a group of military cadres who were Communist Party members, and preparing military talent for the Nanchang Uprising of August 1 and for the building of a people’s army led by the Communist Party.


(1) Correct Strategic Guidance Was an Important Guarantee for the Northern Expedition Army’s Defeating a Superior Enemy Despite Inferior Numbers

The Northern Expedition War formally began in July 1926 amid the slogan of “overthrow the imperialist powers, eliminate the warlords.” As early as September 1925, the Soviet military adviser General Galen had already proposed the strategic guiding policy of “concentrating strength and defeating the enemy one by one.” Later, the National Revolutionary Army implemented this strategic guiding policy in the Northern Expedition operations. The National Revolutionary Army formulated and implemented this strategic guiding policy for the following reasons: First, the enemy was strong and we were weak; the enemy was numerous and we were few. At that time, the military strength of the Beiyang warlords was still considerable. The Zhili faction warlords had a total force of about 200,000 men; Sun Chuanfang at that time also had more than 200,000 troops; the Fengtian faction warlord Zhang Zuolin, together with Zhang Zongchang’s forces, which he controlled and which occupied Shandong, also had more than 300,000 troops; in addition, various other provinces had numerous minor warlords each acting on their own. Adding together the forces of these warlords came to more than 750,000 men. At that time, the National Revolutionary Army of Guangdong had only eight armies, with a total of just 100,000 troops. Given such a great advantage in numbers held by the Beiyang warlords, it was essential for the National Revolutionary Army, in launching its Northern Expedition, to implement an operational policy of concentrating its forces and defeating the enemy one by one. Second, the warlord forces were scattered, riddled with internal contradictions, providing the conditions for defeating them one by one. At the start of the Northern Expedition War, Zhang Zuolin hoped to use the strength of the Northern Expedition Army to strike at Wu Peifu’s forces, and adopted a wait-and-see attitude toward the war; Sun Chuanfang, meanwhile, flew the banner of “preserving territory and ensuring peace,” maintaining neutrality for the time being. The forces directly controlled by Wu Peifu, including the various miscellaneous units with weak combat effectiveness, numbered only just over 100,000, while the forces he actually deployed to attack Tang Shengzhi and to guard against an incursion into Guangdong numbered only 40,000 to 50,000. Therefore, the Northern Expedition Army was able to concentrate its strength in the main strategic direction, first striking Wu Peifu’s group on the Hunan-Hubei battlefield; once Wu Peifu’s forces had been eliminated, it then took the initiative to turn toward Jiangxi and Sun Chuanfang’s forces in the lower Yangtze, eliminating Sun Chuanfang’s forces; and then turned toward the Central Plains to strike Zhang Zuolin’s forces. Third, the enemy appeared strong but was in fact not. Internally, the various great factions of the Beiyang warlords were themselves far from unified, riddled with irreconcilable contradictions. Taking Wu Peifu’s group as an example: in Hubei, although he had two capable subordinates, Chen Jiamo and Kou Yingjie, that province also had two other factions that were local Hubei power bases, which outwardly supported Wu Peifu’s military actions but in reality opposed him.



(2) The Support of the People Provided Enormous Impetus and Backing for the Victory of the Northern Expedition War

The National Revolutionary Army was an army with Communist Party members and Nationalist Party left-wing elements as its political backbone, and it won the support and backing of the people, which provided the guarantee for implementing the strategic guiding policy of concentrating forces and defeating the enemy one by one. In every province through which the Northern Expedition Army passed, there were vigorously developing worker and peasant revolutionary movements, all of which were able to provide the Northern Expedition Army with powerful supporting cooperation. For example, in the operation to capture Youxian, more than a dozen peasant militia units from the countryside took part in the fighting alongside the Northern Expedition Army. The Chinese Communist Party’s organization in Liling led the peasant militia and the Society to Save the Nation, using homemade rifles and cannon to bombard the enemy from hilltops near the enemy’s positions, effectively supporting the Northern Expedition Army’s operations. After the Northern Expedition Army occupied Liuyang, cutting off communications between Hunan and Jiangxi, the enemy in Changsha came under great pressure and retreated in succession. At this point, the CCP Hunan Regional Committee led the workers, peasants, and students to occupy Changsha on July 11. In the Northern Expedition army’s advance, when the army had just set out, the Hong Kong–Guangzhou strike workers organized a transport corps, propaganda corps, and health corps of more than 3,000 people who accompanied the army on its expedition, and there was even a “Women’s Northern Expedition Work Corps” that reached Changsha to carry out comfort and rescue-and-treatment work for the wounded at the battlefield front. After the Northern Expedition Army entered Hunan, peasant organizations in Xiangtan organized numerous guide corps, transport corps, reconnaissance corps, and fund-raising corps, working either at the rear or at the front, carrying out various activities to support and coordinate with the operations of the Northern Expedition Army’s units. In places such as Shaoshan and Zhuzhou, dare-to-die corps were also organized, directly taking part in some of the fighting. In areas near the front lines, there were organized peasants everywhere who provided support for the army’s operations. In the process of the Northern Expedition Army advancing straight ahead and launching fierce attacks against the enemy, it received a great deal of help from the peasants at every turn. On the Hubei battlefield, the workers of the Guangzhou-Hankou Railway in the two Hu provinces organized sabotage teams, paralyzing the enemy’s military transport; the workers of the Hanyang Arsenal went on strike, cutting off the enemy’s source of arms and ammunition. All of this dealt Wu Peifu fatal blows. On the Jiangxi battlefield, the popular masses also spontaneously delivered water and food to the Northern Expedition Army, gathered intelligence, and served as guides, providing much favorable assistance in practical terms.



(3) Exploiting Contradictions and Actively Pursuing Division and Defection Achieved Remarkable Effect

The National Revolutionary Army grasped the enemy’s weak point of deep internal contradictions, and, in coordination with its military operations, actively carried out division and efforts to induce defection against the enemy, achieving fairly good results. Before the battle, the Guangdong government dispatched Xiong Shihui to make contact with Lai Shixuan, division commander of the 4th Division of the Jiangxi Army, causing him to secretly accept commission from the Revolutionary Army and become an internal force working on behalf of the National Revolutionary Army. When the situation on the Jiangxi battlefield grew tense, enemy troops on the battlefield defected one after another in large numbers. In March 1926, Fang Benren, the military governor of Jiangxi, accepted appointment from the Guangdong government and actively worked to incite his old subordinates, pinning down Sun Chuanfang’s reinforcements. Xia Chao, governor of Zhejiang Province, moved by the appeal of the Guangdong government, on December 16 assumed the post of commander of the 18th Army of the National Revolutionary Army. The forces of Sun Chuanfang stationed in the Shaoxing and Ningbo area likewise surrendered to the National Revolutionary Army and were reorganized as the 19th Army. Thus, before the Northern Expedition Army attacked Zhejiang, Sun Chuanfang had in fact already lost “half his realm” in Zhejiang. In Anhui, through the National Revolutionary Army’s active efforts to induce defection, mutinies also occurred within the warlord ranks. Chen Diaoyuan, governor of Anhui Province and concurrently commander of the 6th Division, surrendered on March 5 and was appointed commander of the 37th Army of the National Revolutionary Army. Wang Pu, commander of Sun’s 3rd Mixed Brigade, likewise accepted reorganization and was appointed commander of the 27th Army, causing the whole of Anhui Province to be pacified. This work of inducing defection accelerated the pace of division and disintegration within the warlord ranks, shook Sun’s forces’ morale, and greatly weakened Sun’s fighting capacity, hastening the collapse of the Beiyang warlords’ rule in the south.



(4) Tempering the Forces Controlled by the Communist Party, Preparing Talent for Building the People’s Army Led by the Party

On the eve of the Northern Expedition, the Chinese Communist Party actively organized preparatory work in every respect. From February 21 to 24, 1926, the Chinese Communist Party held a special session in Beijing. This session pointed out that “proceeding from the needs of the development of the situation, Communist Party members should earnestly organize the masses to support the Northern Expedition.” On March 14, the CCP Central Committee issued Circular No. 79, conveying to the whole Party the strategic decisions of the Beijing special session regarding the Northern Expedition, and requiring all localities to carry them out conscientiously, [stating that] “the Nationalist Party, the National Government, the National Revolutionary Army, and the vanguard of anti-imperialism” should, “in the shortest possible time, actively prepare their strength, so that when the situation in North and South China develops to a suitable juncture, troops will be dispatched to advance northward,” and thereby “build a unified national government.” This propaganda outline was drafted by Mao Zedong and confirmed and adopted by the Central Executive Committee meeting of the Nationalist Party.

In the Northern Expedition advance, the Chinese Communist Party led the masses of workers and peasants in supporting the war, effectively coordinating with the Northern Expedition’s advance. In early 1927, the workers of Hankou and Jiujiang recovered the British concessions at Hankou and Jiujiang. From the autumn of 1926 to the spring of 1927, the CCP Central Committee and the Shanghai Regional Committee successively led the workers of Shanghai in three armed uprisings. The peasant movement likewise developed vigorously, forming an unprecedented great revolutionary situation in the countryside. The Northern Expedition War tempered the forces controlled by Communist Party members; a fairly representative example is Ye Ting’s Independent Regiment of the 4th Army, which served as the vanguard unit — in the Northern Expedition War, it was invincible everywhere it went, was the vanguard force that won every battle it fought, and earned the title of “Ironsides.” Communist Party members received a baptism of fire in the course of the Northern Expedition War, becoming talent indispensable to the people’s army that would later be built and led by the Party. Communist Party members such as Zhou Enlai, Mao Zedong, Lin Boqu, Zhang Tailei, Deng Zhongxia, Xiao Chunü, Yun Daiying, Li Fuchun, Nie Rongzhen, and Jiang Xianyun, among other representative figures, in effect led the entirety of the Northern Expedition Army’s political work, playing an important role in the victorious advance of the Northern Expedition. After the “Wuyuan Oath-Taking,” Feng Yuxiang, with the assistance of Soviet advisers and Chinese Communist Party members, organized the headquarters of the Allied National Army, with Lu Zhonglin as chief of staff, He Qigong as secretary-general, and Shi Jingting as director of the General Political Department, with Liu Bojian as deputy director. The General Political Department of the headquarters was organized into Organization, Propaganda, and General Affairs sections. Each army under its command established a political department, with each division allotted 20 propaganda personnel. At that time, political work cadres were in very short supply; the CCP Central Committee, in response to a request from Feng Yuxiang, dispatched more than 200 Communist Party members and progressive young activists to carry out political work in the Allied National Army. The Chinese Communist Party helped Feng Yuxiang draw up the “Outline of Political Work for the Allied National Army.” This “Outline” laid out in detail the objectives, membership, procedures, personnel responsibilities, work content, and methods of political work, powerfully ensuring the reorganization of the Allied National Army while also tempering a large number of Communist Party members.







Chapter 54: The Battle of Shanghai

(August 13 – November 11, 1937)

The Battle of Shanghai [Songhu Campaign] was fought from August 13 to November 11, 1937, as the Chinese army resisted the invading Japanese army’s assault on Shanghai. It is known in history as the “August 13” Shanghai Resistance War, or the “August 13 Incident.” Because this operation was fought in and around Shanghai, it is also called the Songhu Campaign or the Songhu Resistance War, and, together with the Battle of Taiyuan, the Battle of Xuzhou, and the Battle of Wuhan, is known as the “Four Great Campaigns” of the first period of the War of Resistance. The invading Japanese army organized the Shanghai Expeditionary Army and the 10th Army Corps, comprising nearly ten divisions, roughly 280,000 men in total, deploying more than 30 warships, more than 500 aircraft, and more than 300 tanks. China successively mobilized central government forces along with units stationed in Guangdong, Guangxi, Hunan, Sichuan, and Guizhou, a total strength of more than 60 divisions, amounting to more than 700,000 men, with roughly 40 naval vessels and 250 air force aircraft committed to the fighting. Chinese officers and men, united in resolve against the common enemy and with high morale, fought against an enemy with vastly superior equipment despite their own inferior arms, killing or wounding more than 60,000 Japanese troops and holding Shanghai for three months. In the Battle of Shanghai, Chinese soldiers and civilians courageously resisted the Japanese invaders, shattering the Japanese plan for a swift conquest of China, and staged a moving and tragic chapter of resistance against foreign aggression. In this battle, the Nationalist Party’s army’s purely defensive and passive response formed a sharp contrast with the Japanese army’s active offensive envelopment — this is the chief lesson this battle offers us.




I. Operational Background and the Intentions of Both Sides

On January 28, 1932, the Japanese invaders provoked hostilities in Shanghai, forcing the National Government to sign the “Sino-Japanese Shanghai Armistice Agreement.” Ever since the “January 28” Incident, the Nationalist Party’s supreme authorities, in view of the Japanese army’s continuing aggression in the north, secretly ordered Zhang Zhizhong, in the winter of 1935, to prepare defensive works for the Nanjing-Shanghai area against Japan. Once war became unavoidable, superior forces would be used to catch the enemy off guard, wiping out the Japanese forces in Shanghai entirely, so that the enemy would lose any pretext for reinforcing afterward. Solid fortifications were densely built at every key point around Shanghai’s periphery, concealing the concentration of Nationalist Party forces. Between Changshu and Wu County, use was made of Yangcheng Lake and Yanshan Lake to construct a solid main defensive belt (the Wufu Line), while between Jiangyin and Wuxi a rear defensive belt was constructed (the Xicheng Line). In the summer of 1936, fortifications were built at key points along the line of Longhua, Xujiahui, Hongqiao, Beixinjing, the North Railway Station, Jiangwan, Dianhang, and Dachang, and defensive works were also constructed at the main position between Changshu and Wu County. When the Japanese learned that the Nationalist Party’s army was secretly building fortifications around Shanghai, they demanded that a six-nation joint committee be convened, attempting to win the sympathy of Britain, the United States, France, and Italy, but the meeting reached no conclusion after the National Government’s representative objected.

After the “Marchco Polo Bridge” Incident [Lugouqiao Incident], the Japanese military high command grossly overestimated its own military strength and grossly underestimated China’s capacity for resistance. Ueda Kenkichi, commander-in-chief of the Japanese Kwantung Army, at the Dalian Invasion-of-China conference which he chaired, arrogantly boasted that China could be settled within three months. Japan therefore emphasized “swift war, swift resolution” at the strategic level, attempting to concentrate its forces to defeat the Chinese army in the shortest possible time and force the Chinese government into submission. Within a mere ten-odd months, the Japanese government concentrated the strength of 28 divisions, simultaneously launching offensives in North China and East China, then moving south into Central China, in an attempt to destroy the main strength of the Chinese army in one stroke. The Japanese army stepped up its concentration of warships, reinforcement of troops, and conscription of reserve forces and other war preparations in the Shanghai area, intending to use its already-occupied positions and favorable military posture in Shanghai to seize Shanghai and its surrounding area in one stroke, creating the conditions for follow-up forces to land, and then, seizing the opportunity, to combine this with diplomatic pressure to force the National Government into submission. At the strategic level, this was intended to open the gateway for an attack on Nanjing, in coordination with the North China battlefield, creating the conditions for a swift victory. To this end, the Japanese naval landing force stationed in Shanghai began, from mid-July, armed demonstrations and nighttime maneuvers and other military provocations, and repeatedly staged incidents such as the “disappearance of sailors.” It went so far as to send armed personnel to forcibly reconnoiter Hongqiao Airfield, which became yet another direct cause of the Songhu Campaign. At around 5:00 p.m. on August 9, 1937, Japanese naval landing force Sub-Lieutenant Oyama Isao, together with one sailor, drove a car straight into Hongqiao military airfield. The Nationalist Party’s Public Security Corps guarding the airfield opened fire, killing both Japanese soldiers on the spot — this became known as the “Hongqiao Incident.” After this incident occurred, the National Government still maintained a policy of not letting the situation escalate, and Yu Hongjun, mayor of Shanghai, negotiated with Japan. On the 11th, Japan suddenly put forward demands: (1) that Shanghai’s Public Security Corps be withdrawn; (2) that all defensive works constructed by the Public Security Corps be entirely dismantled. At the same time, more than 20 Japanese warships escorted five transport ships toward Shanghai. With hope for peace nearly exhausted, the Nationalist Party’s supreme authorities ordered Zhang Zhizhong, commander of the Nanjing-Shanghai Garrison, to direct the main force under his command to operate in the direction of the Yangtze River, in an attempt to force the main strength of the Japanese army to move south, so as to gain favorable terrain.

The Japanese army’s operational intentions and force deployment: The “January 28” Songhu Armistice Agreement stipulated that Japan could station troops in Shanghai. On this basis, Japan established two major strongholds in Shanghai: one was the Japanese naval headquarters in China, near the Tiantongan station on North Sichuan Road; the other was the North Station area near the outskirts of Shanghai, where the “Five-Route Administration Bureau” was set up. Both of these buildings were constructed entirely of reinforced concrete, with gun emplacements and observation posts installed on the roofs, the bottom floor serving as storage, and the middle floors serving as barracks. Such was the solidity of their construction that mortar shells could hardly destroy them; they were, in effect, a military fortress, which the Japanese called a “land battleship.” At ordinary times, 6,000 Japanese troops were stationed in these two buildings.

The Japanese army’s operational intention was that, while launching ground operations in the Shanghai area, powerful landing forces would land on both sides of Wusong, encircling and annihilating the Nationalist Party forces north of Suzhou Creek, forcing the National Government to accept peace terms. To this end, in early August the Japanese landing forces had already begun loading at various ports in Japan.

Japanese force deployment: Before August 13, the Japanese ground forces stationed in Shanghai were mainly the Special Naval Landing Force, plus reservists and companies of Japanese residents forming the “Shanghai Business Corps,” totaling roughly 13,000 men (the Japanese themselves claimed only about 4,000), with more than 30 artillery pieces of various calibers, more than 20 tanks and armored vehicles, and more than 30 naval warships. In the course of the campaign, the Japanese army successively drew ten divisions from the Japanese homeland and the North China battlefield to land at or reinforce the Shanghai area, with peak strength reaching more than 280,000 men, more than 260 tanks and armored vehicles of various types, more than 130 warships, and more than 400 aircraft.

Outline of the Japanese Order of Battle









	Shanghai Expeditionary Army
	
	Headquarters — Commanding officer: General Matsui Iwane



	
	3rd Division
	Commanding officer: Major General Fujita Susumu



	
	11th Division
	Commanding officer: Lieutenant General Yamamuro Sōbu



	3rd Division
	5th Brigade
	Commanding officer: Major General Katayama Riichiro



	
	29th Brigade
	Commanding officer: Major General Nokan Ichiro



	
	
	Subordinate: 6th, 68th, 18th, and 34th Infantry Regiments; 3rd Cavalry Regiment; 3rd Field Artillery Regiment; 3rd Engineer Regiment; 3rd Transport Regiment



	11th Division
	10th Brigade
	Commanding officer: Major General Amaya Naojiro



	
	22nd Brigade
	Commanding officer: Major General Kuroiwa Yoshikatsu



	
	
	Subordinate: 12th, 22nd, 43rd, and 44th Infantry Regiments; 11th Cavalry Regiment; 11th Field Artillery Regiment; 11th Engineer Regiment; 11th Transport Regiment



	Follow-on reinforcements
	
	Ten infantry detachments drawn from the divisions of the North China Area Army to reinforce Shanghai





The Nationalist Party army’s operational intentions and force deployment: On August 7, the National Government in Nanjing held a national defense conference. After the “Hongqiao Incident” of August 9, the Nationalist Party’s Public Security Corps stationed in Shanghai and its surrounding area swiftly erected sandbag fortifications and pillboxes at major streets, intersections, and important roads and military objectives, and dug trenches in the Jiangwan area as well. From August 11 onward, the Nationalist Party army rapidly moved large numbers of reinforcements into the Songhu area, intending, should hostilities break out, to seize the initiative and strike the Japanese ground bases before the main strength of the Japanese army could land, blocking the landing of further Japanese reinforcements and ensuring the security of the Songhu area.

Since the “January 28” Songhu Resistance War, Chinese troops had not been permitted to be stationed in Shanghai, while the Japanese army, by contrast, was free to station troops there. This state of affairs continued right up to the day before the outbreak of hostilities in Shanghai — that is, August 12. The Nationalist Party army’s 88th and 87th Divisions moved into the Zhabei and Jiangwan areas respectively on August 12. In addition, five further divisions plus one brigade successively arrived in the Shanghai area. Together with the one Public Security Regiment and one Police Regiment already in the Shanghai area, by mid-August the Nationalist Party army’s strength in the Shanghai area already exceeded seven divisions plus one brigade.

In early August, Chiang Kai-shek issued the national general mobilization order, dividing the entire wartime zone into five theaters, with the Shanghai-Hangzhou area designated as the 3rd War Zone. Feng Yuxiang served as theater commander-in-chief, Gu Zhutong served as deputy commander-in-chief, and Chen Cheng was appointed forward commander-in-chief of the 3rd War Zone. It was decided that the main force would be concentrated in East China, swiftly sweeping away the Japanese naval and military bases in Shanghai, and blocking the landing of further Japanese reinforcements. From September 11 onward, Chiang Kai-shek concurrently served as commander-in-chief of the 3rd War Zone, with Gu Zhutong as deputy commander-in-chief. Chen Cheng’s 15th Army Group served as the left-flank operational force, Zhang Zhizhong’s 9th Army Group served as the central operational force, and Zhang Fakui’s 8th Army Group served as the right-flank operational force. On September 21, the deployment was adjusted once more: Zhu Shaoliang served as commander-in-chief of the central operational force and concurrently commander-in-chief of the 9th Army Group; Chen Cheng served as commander-in-chief of the left-flank operational force, commanding the 19th Army Group (Xue Yue as commander-in-chief) and the 15th Army Group (Luo Zhuoying as commander-in-chief); Zhang Fakui served as commander-in-chief of the right-flank operational force, commanding the 8th Army Group (Zhang Fakui concurrently commander-in-chief) and the 10th Army Group (Liu Jianxu as commander-in-chief). In the course of the campaign, the Nationalist Party army continually increased its forces, and total strength at its peak reached 64 divisions, more than 700,000 men.

Outline of the Nationalist Party’s 3rd War Zone Order of Battle









	Theater Command Headquarters
	Commander-in-Chief
	Feng Yuxiang



	
	Deputy Commander-in-Chief
	Gu Zhutong



	
	After September 11, Chiang Kai-shek concurrently served as commander-in-chief of the 3rd War Zone
	



	8th Army Group
	Commander-in-Chief
	Zhang Fakui



	
	Subordinate: 69th Army (Ruan Bichang), 61st Division (Yang Buqian), 52nd Division (Tao Liu), Independent 45th Brigade (Zhang Jianji)
	



	9th Army Group
	Commander-in-Chief
	Zhang Zhizhong



	
	Subordinate: 36th Division (Song Xilian), 87th Division (Wang Jingjiu), 88th Division (Sun Yuanliang), Independent 20th Brigade (Zhong Song), and Songhu Garrison Command Public Security Regiment
	



	10th Army Group
	Commander-in-Chief
	Liu Jianxu



	
	Subordinate: 68th Army (Tao Guang), 77th Army (Li Han), 63rd Division (Chen Guangzhong), New 34th Division (Gu Jiaqi), Provisional 12th Brigade (Li Guojun), Provisional 2nd Brigade (Zhou Yanren), Ningbo Defense Force (Wang Gaonan)
	



	15th Army Group
	Commander-in-Chief
	Chen Cheng



	
	Subordinate: 18th Army (concurrently Deputy Commander-in-Chief Luo Zhuoying), 54th Army (Huo Kuizhang), 39th Army (Liu Heding), Capital Guard Force (Gu Zhenglun), Independent Artillery 1st Brigade (Shi Wenzhu), Independent Artillery 2nd Brigade (Cai Zhongyi), Independent Artillery 8th Regiment (Lou Shaokai), Heavy Artillery 10th Regiment
	



	Initial task division at start of campaign
	8th Army Group responsible for Pudong front; 9th Army Group continues operations in the city area; 15th Army Group continues operations in the suburban area; 10th Army Group as reserve
	





In the 3rd War Zone, Feng Yuxiang served as commander-in-chief and Gu Zhutong as deputy commander-in-chief, and Chen Cheng was appointed forward commander-in-chief of the 3rd War Zone. It was decided that the main strength would concentrate in East China, swiftly sweeping away the Japanese naval bases at Songhu, blocking any landing by further Japanese reinforcements. After September 11, Chiang Kai-shek concurrently served as commander-in-chief of the 3rd War Zone, with Gu Zhutong as deputy commander-in-chief. Chen Cheng’s 15th Army Group served as the left-flank operational force, Zhang Zhizhong’s 9th Army Group served as the central operational force, and Zhang Fakui’s 8th Army Group served as the right-flank operational force. On September 21, the deployment was adjusted again: Zhu Shaoliang served as commander-in-chief of the central operational force and concurrently commander-in-chief of the 9th Army Group; Chen Cheng served as commander-in-chief of the left-flank operational force, commanding the 19th Army Group (Xue Yue as commander-in-chief) and the 15th Army Group (Luo Zhuoying as commander-in-chief); Zhang Fakui served as commander-in-chief of the right-flank operational force, commanding the 8th Army Group (Zhang Fakui concurrently commander-in-chief) and the 10th Army Group (Liu Jianxu as commander-in-chief). In the course of the campaign, the Nationalist Party army repeatedly increased its forces, and total strength at its peak reached 64 divisions and more than 700,000 men.




II. Course of the Battle

On August 13, the Japanese army in Hongkou launched an attack, opening the prologue of the campaign.


(1) The Fighting to Contest the Zhabei and Jiangwan Areas (August 13–22)

The operational characteristic of the campaign’s first stage was that the Chinese army, having repulsed the Japanese army’s provocations, took the initiative to sortie against the Japanese army, adopting an offensive posture, attempting to take advantage of the moment before Japanese reinforcements arrived to annihilate the Japanese forces in Shanghai in one stroke, and only then to fight a decisive battle against the reinforcing Japanese forces. In response to the Japanese government’s military actions, the Chinese Foreign Ministry issued a statement on August 14 pointing out that “all the various actions of the Japanese government since the outbreak of the ‘July 7 Incident’ constitute violations of our country’s territorial sovereignty and breaches of various international treaties; placed in such circumstances, with forbearance exhausted, our country has no course open to it other than to resist violence in self-defense.” It declared its resolve to defend the nation’s territory and sovereignty by force of arms, and that Japan would bear full responsibility for any consequences arising therefrom.

At around 3:00 a.m. on August 13, the Japanese naval landing force, relying on prepared positions in the Hongkou area, opened fire on the Nationalist Party’s defending forces in the sector from Tiantongan Station to Henghong Road along the Songhu Railway. At around 9:00 a.m., more than 80 Japanese troops, under cover of tanks, advanced along Baoshan Road and encountered resistance from the Nationalist Party’s 88th Division, which had just been transferred to the Zhabei district. At 3:00 p.m., with the fire support of naval and air forces, the Japanese army again launched an assault on Baoshan Road, Bazi Bridge, and Tiantongan Road, attempting to cut the connection between Dachang and Zhabei, and to annihilate the Nationalist Party forces defending the North Station area. The Japanese assault was again repelled by the Nationalist Party forces. That evening, in order to improve their posture, the Nationalist Party’s 88th Division moved into Zhixin University, Wuzhou Cemetery, Bazi Bridge, and Baoshan Bridge and other key points, while the 87th Division moved into Hujiang University and along the Huangpu River south of it. At dawn on the 14th, the Nationalist Party army began its counterattack. That morning, the Nationalist Party’s air force sent aircraft to bomb the Japanese naval landing force headquarters, Huishan Wharf, the Gongda Cotton Mill, and Japanese naval vessels in the Huangpu River, including the Japanese 3rd Fleet’s flagship, the cruiser Izumo.

On the 19th, the Nationalist Party’s 36th Division, in coordination with the 88th and 87th Divisions at their sector boundary, joined the fighting and broke through part of the Japanese army’s position in the Hongkou district, pressing forward to Huishan Wharf by the 21st. Afterward, because its line of retreat was cut off by the Japanese army, with one brigade commander seriously wounded and one infantry battalion and one tank company wiped out entirely, it was forced to halt its advance. The Nationalist Party’s 55th Division in Pudong also launched an offensive, but, suppressed by the fire of Japanese naval guns, made little progress. On the evening of the 21st, the Nationalist Party forces west of the Huangpu River withdrew to a line running through the North Station, Bazi Bridge, and Yanjiazhai.



(2) From the Japanese Landing on Both Sides of Wusong to the Nationalist Party’s Withdrawal from the Area North of Suzhou Creek (August 23 – early November)

After August 23, the campaign entered its second stage. Its characteristic feature was that both sides brought in large numbers of reinforcements, with the Japanese army shifting from a defensive to an offensive posture. The Japanese army, landing along the Yangtze River shore, attempted to achieve its goal of occupying Shanghai through a flanking envelopment. The Chinese army fought fiercely with the landing Japanese forces, successively establishing three lines of defense, from north to south, in the area north of the city of Shanghai, south of Liuhe, and west of the Yangtze riverbank, resisting the Japanese advance step by step. The famous engagements of the Songhu Campaign at Baoshan, Yuepu, Yunzaobang, and Dachang were all fought in this area.

The Japanese landing forces (the 3rd and 11th Divisions), having set sail from various Japanese ports, deployed before dawn on August 23 in the waters near Zhanghuahong and Chuansha Kou, intending, after landing, to occupy the area east of the line from Liuhe to Nanxiang, dividing and isolating the defending forces at Zhabei, Jiangwan, and Wusong, so as to create the conditions for subsequently expanding their gains.

The first echelon of the Japanese 3rd Division entered the Huangpu River on the night of August 22; at around 2:00 a.m. on the 23rd, with the cooperation of the Japanese naval landing force and the fire support of naval guns, it landed near Zhanghuahong, meeting the tenacious resistance of the Nationalist Party Public Security Corps defending that area. At dawn, the main strength of the Japanese 3rd Division came ashore, and the Nationalist Party Public Security Corps was forced to fall back to hold the west bank of the Nantao Tang River. The Nationalist Party army hastily organized one regiment of the 87th Division and the 2nd Regiment of the Training Corps to launch a counterattack, without success. On the 25th, a further counterattack with one brigade each from the 87th and 36th Divisions likewise achieved no result. The two sides then faced off across the Nantao Tang River.

The first echelon of the Japanese 11th Division landed at the Chuansha Kou and Shidong Kou sectors on the morning of August 23. The Nationalist Party cavalry company assigned to guard this sector withdrew without offering resistance. The main strength of the Japanese landing at Chuansha Kou captured Luodian, with part of the force advancing toward Liuhe, meeting resistance from the Nationalist Party’s 56th Division. The Japanese forces landing at Shidong Kou captured Shizilin Fort and the town of Yuepu, and continued advancing toward Baoshan. The three divisions of the 18th Army, which had just reached the area (the 11th, 67th, and 98th Divisions), immediately counterattacked the Japanese forces along the Yangtze shore, attempting to press the already-landed Japanese forces against the river and annihilate them. That night, the Nationalist Party’s 11th Army recovered Luodian. On the 24th, the 98th and 11th Divisions recovered Shizilin and Yuepu respectively. On the 25th, the Nationalist Party army attacked the Japanese forces at their Shidong Kou and Chuansha Kou landing beaches, but, suffering heavy casualties from Japanese naval and air fire, was unable to advance; the two sides then settled into a standoff along the line from Shizilin and Yuepu to Luodian and west of Shazikou.

On August 31, in order to link up, consolidate, and expand the two divisions’ landing zones, the Japanese army landed more than 2,000 troops of the 3rd Division, with air and naval gunfire support, on the southern side of the town of Wusong. On September 2 they captured Wusong. On the 4th, having broken through the Nationalist Party army’s defense from Baoshan to Zhihao Tang, the Nationalist Party forces defending the western and northwestern parts of Wusong withdrew toward the town of Yangxing. On the 6th, the Japanese army captured Baoshan, and advanced toward Yuepu and Yangxing.

On September 1, one regiment of the Japanese 11th Division landed at Shizilin, with part of the force occupying Baoshan and the main force heading toward Yuepu. The Nationalist Party forces at Yuepu, under attack from two sides, withdrew on September 10. At this point, the Japanese army’s two landing zones had joined into a single continuous area, with two full divisions concentrated within the landing zone, along with more than 300 heavy artillery pieces and more than 200 tanks.

On September 12, the Japanese 3rd Division captured the town of Yangxing, the pivot of the Nationalist Party’s first line of defense. Part of the Japanese 11th Division, having repulsed repeated counterattacks by the Nationalist Party army near the Liuhe-to-Luodian highway, encircled the town of Luodian. At this time, the Japanese naval landing forces in the Zhabei and Jiangwan sector had already occupied most of the area east of the Songhu Railway, and were concentrating their strength for an assault on Zhabei. By September 18, the contact line between the two sides ran along the North Station, Jiangwan, Miaohang, Luodian, and the mouth of Liuhe.

In mid-to-late September, the Japanese “Shigeto Detachment” (roughly one reinforced brigade), the 9th Division, the 13th Division, and the 101st Division, as well as the Heavy Artillery 5th Brigade, successively arrived in Shanghai to join the fighting.

In mid-September, the Japanese army set the policy of full-scale expansion of the war: “taking Nanjing as the operational objective, to bring about a comprehensive resolution of the Sino-Japanese question, and, in order to expand upon the results of the operation against Nanjing, to occupy Guangzhou and cut off Britain’s and America’s routes of aid to China.” To this end, on October 2 the 10th Army Corps (comprising three divisions plus one brigade group) was organized, scheduled to land in Hangzhou Bay, and one further division was to be drawn from the North China battlefield to land near Baimaokou.

During this period, the Nationalist Party army also continually increased its forces, and on September 21 once again readjusted its deployment, in an attempt to stabilize the front and await an opportunity to counterattack. To this end, the forces near Shanghai were divided into three parts: the “Right-Flank Army,” commanded by Zhang Fakui, comprising the 8th and 10th Army Groups, totaling seven divisions and four independent brigades, deployed in the area south of Suzhou Creek; the “Central Army,” commanded by Zhang Zhizhong (replaced by Zhu Shaoliang after September 20), comprising the 9th Army Group, totaling six divisions, one independent brigade, one Public Security detachment, and one Customs Guard regiment, deployed along the line of the North Station, Jiangwan, Wanqiao, and Luodian, and the area to their west, with the main force positioned in the area north of Nanxiang; the “Left-Flank Army,” commanded by Chen Cheng, comprising the 15th and 19th Army Groups, totaling 23 divisions and one independent brigade, with the main force positioned in the area of Jiading, Liuhe, and points east.

At dawn on September 30, the Japanese army advanced along one route toward Liuhang and Guangfu Town, while another route attempted to force a crossing of Yunzaobang, heading toward Dachang. On October 1, the northern Japanese route broke through the Nationalist Party positions near Wanqiao, forcing the Nationalist Party army to withdraw to a line running through Tangqiao and Chenhang. On October 7, the southern Japanese route’s 9th Division forced a crossing of Yunzaobang, advancing toward Dachang and Nanxiang, attempting to cut the Shanghai-Nanjing Railway. The Japanese army met stubborn resistance on the south bank of Yunzaobang and made little progress. On October 10, the Nationalist Party’s 21st Army Group (comprising nine divisions) reinforced Shanghai and was placed under the “Central Army’s” order of battle. On the night of October 21, this Army Group used the 173rd, 174th, and 175th Divisions to launch a main thrust against the Japanese forces from the area near Dachang toward the south bank of Yunzaobang. In addition, the “Left-Flank Army’s” 159th, 160th, and 98th Divisions launched a supporting thrust east from the south side of Guangfu Town. Apart from some progress on the south side of Guangfu Town, none of the other attacks succeeded in breaking through the Japanese position. At dawn on October 22, the Japanese 3rd, 13th, and 101st Divisions simultaneously counterattacked the Nationalist Party’s 21st Army Group, breaking through the Nationalist Party’s defense between Miaohang and Chenhang, continuing to advance toward Dachang, and using part of their force to attack Nanxiang directly. On the 26th, the Japanese army captured Miaohang and Dachang. The Nationalist Party’s defending forces north of Suzhou Creek, attacked from front and rear, hastily organized a withdrawal westward on the 27th to avoid being surrounded and annihilated.

After clearing out the Nationalist Party forces north of Suzhou Creek, the Japanese army, from October 31 onward, made repeated attempts near the Shanghai-Hangzhou Railway to force a crossing of Suzhou Creek. By November 4, Japanese forces had already crossed Suzhou Creek and were closing in on Hongqiao, and the Nationalist Party army fell back to hold Hongqiao and Nanxiang, back to a line at Liuhe. In order to support the operations on the Suzhou Creek front, the Nationalist Party’s “Right-Flank Army” transferred the Independent 45th Brigade, originally defending the sector from Tuolin to Dongmen Port, to Zhangpeng Town northwest of Chuansha, in order to guard against a Japanese landing in Pudong from the direction of Hongkou and Yangshupu; it also sent the 18th Brigade of the 62nd Division Corps, guarding the sector north of Dongmen Port, to reinforce Hongqiao. As a result, along the roughly 90-kilometer sector from Tuolin to Jinpu, only the 63rd Division (organized as two brigades and four regiments) remained on the defense.



(3) From the Japanese Landing at Jinshanwei to the Nationalist Party’s Withdrawal from the Shanghai Area (November 5–11)

On the night of November 4, the first echelon of the Japanese 10th Army Corps — the 6th and 18th Divisions and the “Kunisaki Detachment” (comprising the equivalent of one mixed brigade) — moved from the North China battlefield, and, under the cover of the Japanese navy’s 4th Fleet, arrived in the waters off Greater and Lesser Jinshan. That night they transferred to landing craft near Jinshanwei and Zhaowang. At dawn on November 5, taking advantage of heavy fog and a spring tide, they landed along the line from Quangongting and Jinsi Niangqiao to Jinshanwei, intending to link up first with the Japanese forces north of Hongqiao, encircling and annihilating the defending forces along the line of Hongqiao, Songjiang, and Zhapu, and thereafter advancing straight on Nanjing along both sides of Lake Tai. At the time, the Nationalist Party’s coastal defense units were in the midst of readjusting their defenses, and were caught off guard, hastily engaging the enemy and being routed unit by unit by the Japanese forces. After occupying the coastal sector, the Japanese swiftly divided into two routes: the main northern route advanced from Jinshanwei via Zhangyan directly toward the city of Songjiang, while the main southern route advanced on Lüxiang, with part of the force moving toward Taipingqiao and Guangchen.

The success of the Japanese landing caused the battlefield situation to deteriorate sharply, and the Nationalist Party army fell into utter confusion.

On November 8, the Nationalist Party army ordered a general withdrawal along the entire front. At dawn on the 9th, the “Central Army” hastily retreated toward the Qingpu and Baihegang line, and, coming under Japanese air bombardment, lost contact between higher and lower echelons, with marching order thrown into chaos; those who had not withdrawn to this line had already been routed. On November 11, the advancing Japanese forces had already crossed this line. The “Right-Flank Army’s” units in Pudong began withdrawing across to the west bank of the Huangpu River on November 8. Because the Japanese army swiftly routed the Nationalist Party’s 60th Army (newly arrived from Henan, comprising two divisions), which had not yet gained a firm footing near Songjiang, many units were unable to cross the river. On the 9th, the Japanese army captured Songjiang and pressed urgently toward Shanghai. More than 4,000 Nationalist Party troops cut off in the southern part of Shanghai (some of whom had retreated from east of the Huangpu) surrendered their weapons and withdrew into the French Concession late on the night of November 11, and Shanghai’s urban area fell entirely.

On November 11, the second echelon of the Japanese 10th Army Corps, the 11th Division, landed at Quangongting and, joining forces with the Japanese army’s southern wing, launched an assault toward Jiaxing. The Nationalist Party forces southwest of Songjiang fought and retreated as they went, falling back on November 12 to a line at the Suzhou-Jiaxing Railway and points west. The Nationalist Party’s “Left-Flank Army” fell back on November 12 to a line running through Xupu and Jiading and points west.

On November 13, the Japanese 16th Division, transferred from the North China battlefield, together with the “Shigeto Detachment,” which had already been fighting in Shanghai, landed near Baimaokou, advancing toward Zhitang, Changshu, and Fushan. At the same time, Japanese forces advancing west along the Shanghai-Nanjing Railway had already pushed out to the area southwest of Anting. The Nationalist Party army withdrew to a line at Zhapu, Jiaxing, Suzhou, and Fushan. The Songhu Campaign came to an end.





III. Evaluation

In the Songhu Campaign, the Japanese army mobilized more than 200,000 elite troops from its navy, army, and air force, and took three months to occupy Shanghai. According to the Japanese army’s own admission, its casualties reached 60,000 (the actual figure may have been considerably reduced), while the Nationalist Party army’s casualties exceeded 250,000. Although the Songhu Resistance War ended in defeat owing to the vast disparity in strength and equipment between the two sides and the Nationalist Party’s mishandling of the overall command of the war, the heroic and tragic scenes displayed by the Chinese army and people in their bloody struggle were a brilliant reflection of our nation’s spirit of defying tyranny, courageous self-sacrifice, and unyielding resistance unto death. The lessons to be drawn from both sides’ experience in this battle lie entirely in the rationality of the operational tactics employed at the campaign level: passive defense versus active offense, frontal resistance versus flanking envelopment, and the choice of landing sector and timing versus the lack of preparation and grasp in resisting the landing — these formed a stark contrast, and the outcome speaks for itself.


(1) The Japanese Army’s Careful Selection of Timing and Its Flanking Envelopment Landing Method Achieved Operational Surprise

In the Songhu Campaign, the Japanese army placed great emphasis on the choice of landing sector and landing timing. Its landing points were consistently chosen at the weakly defended flanks of the Nationalist Party’s defense, at points convenient for developing operations in depth. As a result, several landings all proceeded relatively smoothly, and after coming ashore the Japanese were each time able to consolidate and expand their landing zones. At the same time, in choosing landing timing, the Japanese army paid careful attention to making use of conditions such as spring tides, heavy fog, and darkness, and seized the moment when the defending forces were rotating their garrisons to launch their landing assault. On both occasions when the Japanese army landed in Hangzhou Bay, the defenders were entirely unaware beforehand, achieving surprise. And once a landing succeeded, the Japanese army then adopted the tactic of flanking envelopment to achieve its operational objective. In the early stage of the “January 28” Incident of 1932, the Japanese army adopted a strategy of frontal hard assault, which for a full month made not the slightest progress. In the end, the Japanese changed their tactics, landing on the flank and encircling from the rear, breaking the defenders’ line within two days. In this battle, the Japanese army fully absorbed this lesson, from the outset using their main force to land on the flank of the Nationalist Party army at Wusong and Chuansha Kou, enveloping Shanghai from the north and threatening the Nationalist Party army’s left flank and rear. Afterward, they again landed in the Hangzhou Bay area, enveloping Shanghai from the south, threatening the Nationalist Party army’s right flank and rear, forcing the Nationalist Party army to face the enemy on three sides at once, causing the entire defensive system to collapse rapidly.



(2) Inadequate Nationalist Party Preparation and a Purely Defensive Posture Created a Passive, Battered Position

The geographic terrain in the direction of the Shanghai-Nanjing theater offered many favorable conditions for defensive operations. However, the Nationalist Party’s strategic commanders failed to make full use of this. Although the National Government authorities had made relevant preparations before the war against the possibility of a Japanese offensive, these preparations were insufficient. Along the coastal belt of Shanghai, the Nationalist Party army had neither permanent fortifications nor field fortifications, and had not even set up sentry posts. The result was that once hostilities broke out, wherever the Japanese army came from, the Nationalist Party army had to scramble to respond, with the initiative entirely in Japanese hands. Not only did the Japanese army smoothly achieve a central breakthrough at Wusong, but it also captured the towns of Liuhe and Jinshanwei, creating favorable conditions for advancing to the flanks and rear of the Nationalist Party defenders and carrying out an operational flanking envelopment.

The Nationalist Party army adjusted only a small portion of its forces into position the day before the outbreak of hostilities, implementing purely passive defense, resulting in a passive, battered position. The Nationalist Party army paid excessive attention to frontal defense while neglecting its flanks; its troops were mainly deployed along the first line, without controlling sufficient reserves. In its defensive deployment, the Nationalist Party army concentrated its main strength on the front, while the flank from Shizilin to Chuansha Kou was guarded by only a single cavalry company on sentry duty. In particular, when withdrawing to the south bank of Suzhou Creek, the Hangzhou Bay direction had already become a crucial flank of the Shanghai defense, yet this still did not receive adequate attention; along the roughly 90-kilometer sector from Liuhe to Tuolin, only one division held the defense. In addition, the main strength of the Nationalist Party forces reinforcing Shanghai was all committed to the front line, with very few units held back in reserve, which enabled the Japanese army to land successfully in Hangzhou Bay, causing the collapse of the Nationalist Party’s entire front. Looking back at the “January 28” Songhu Campaign, although the Nationalist Party defenders achieved several tactical successes and advances, they never achieved a single decisive victory. The main reason for this was the lack of an active spirit of annihilating the enemy. At that time, the weakness the Japanese army found difficult to overcome was that transport by sea was time-consuming and laborious, so that they could only reinforce and commit their forces piecemeal, offering the Chinese defenders an excellent opportunity to defeat them one by one; but the Nationalist Party army failed to exploit this Japanese weakness, and instead, time and again, gave the enemy a chance to catch its breath, ultimately being forced into a general withdrawal along the entire front. In the “August 13” campaign, the Nationalist Party army failed to absorb the lessons of the “January 28” Songhu campaign, still engaging in passive defense and stubborn head-on resistance: it neither took advantage of the moment before the Japanese main force arrived to swiftly annihilate the more than 13,000 Japanese troops stationed in Shanghai, nor did it effectively blockade the mouth of the Yangtze or defend the sectors of the Yangtze coastline convenient for landing, allowing the Japanese army to smoothly shift to landing reinforcements along the Yangtze River and the Huangpu River. Moreover, it also failed to exploit the Japanese weakness of committing reinforcements piecemeal, failed to concentrate its forces to organize a powerful counterattack and annihilate the landing Japanese forces one by one, instead adopting passive defense and repeatedly launching short, hasty assaults, playing into the Japanese policy of swift war and swift resolution. As a result, it neither concentrated superior forces to fight the enemy on one front, nor withdrew its main force in time to avoid attrition.



(3) The Front-Line Officers and Men of the Chinese Army Fought with Heroic Tenacity, Displaying the Army’s Might and Fighting Spirit

The Songhu Campaign occurred just as the nationwide movement for national salvation against Japan was rising to new heights; the painful lessons of the “September 18 Incident,” the “January 28 Incident,” and the “Lugou Bridge” Incident had aroused the great righteous indignation of soldiers and civilians throughout the country. In the face of the new Japanese imperialist invasion, the defenders of Shanghai were high in morale, dealing the invading Japanese army head-on blows. On August 19, the 36th Division under Song Xilian, transferred from Xi’an to Shanghai, joined the fighting, and at one point broke into the Huishan Wharf area, where the Japanese army resisted stubbornly, relying on its solid fortifications. In the fierce fighting on the night of the 21st, the 2nd Battalion commander of the 215th Regiment of this division, Li Peiying, was killed in action; the officers and men of the entire battalion, braving Japanese artillery fire, charged to the intersection at Huade Road, breaking into houses to fight the Japanese hand to hand from house to house. The Japanese blocked the road and set fire to the houses. All 300-odd officers and men of this battalion perished in the sea of fire, not one surrendering — writing a tragic and heroic page in the history of the Songhu Campaign. On September 5, in order to link up the positions along its Yangtze riverbank, the Japanese army concentrated more than 30 warships at Wusong, using continuous artillery bombardment against the defending positions in an attempt to seize the town of Baoshan. The 3rd Battalion of the 583rd Regiment of the 18th Army’s 98th Division, which was defending Baoshan, under the leadership of battalion commander Yao Ziqing, declared: “We swear to live and die with the city; so long as one breath remains, we will fight to the very end!” The 500 officers and men, united in effort, repelled the Japanese assault time after time. In addition to bombarding the city of Baoshan with heavy artillery, the Japanese also used sulfur incendiary shells, setting the entire city ablaze; Japanese tanks and infantry took the opportunity to break into the city. All the officers and men of this battalion fought hand-to-hand with the enemy who had entered the city, and after two days and nights of fierce fighting, all 500-odd officers and men died heroically for their country. Shanghai’s Da Mei Wan Bao [the North China Daily News, or “Great American Evening Post”] published an article praising them: “In this campaign, Yao’s entire battalion perished defending the city — their greatness and their heroism truly moved people’s hearts and inspired profound reverence; this is the glory of the Chinese people, and their great achievement will remain immortal in the annals of history forever.” After more than a month of repeated fierce fighting, the defensive strength of the Chinese defenders gradually weakened. Relying on their superiority in weapons and equipment, the Japanese army, in each attack, would first send in aircraft and heavy artillery as a prelude, then lay down smoke screens, with tanks charging forward and infantry following behind. If the assault succeeded, the follow-on units would swarm in; if the assault failed, they would retreat to their original position and attack again the next day. In this way, week after week, some positions underwent as many as a dozen or more fierce contests within 24 hours. The Chinese defenders suffered very heavy casualties; in the 18th Army alone, 11 senior officers were killed in action, and dozens more were wounded; each regiment had veteran soldiers drawn from the rear to replenish and reorganize its ranks as many as seven or eight times, and platoon and squad leaders were often replaced several times a day owing to casualties. In the fighting of the third stage, the 55th Regiment of the 88th Division, ordered to cover the withdrawal of the main force, held the Sihang Warehouse under the command of Regiment Commander Xie Jinyuan, with 800 officers and men. Xie Jinyuan directed his troops in courageous resistance against the Japanese army, killing dozens of the enemy and repelling Japanese assaults; the “Eight Hundred Heroes” held their position here for four days and nights, killing more than 200 of the enemy, while the defenders themselves lost only about ten men killed, demonstrating the fighting spirit of the Chinese people. In a letter to the “Eight Hundred Heroes,” He Xiangning wrote: “The soldiers who died for their country will grow ever greater because of you; the officers and men at the front will grow ever braver because of you; the compatriots of the entire nation will grow ever more united because of you; and the people of the international community, too, will grow ever more resolute in upholding justice because of you.” Later, when the British commander of the Concession met with Song Meiling, he spoke of these events with tears in his eyes, expressing boundless admiration for the spirit of the Chinese army in fighting to the death to hold the Sihang Warehouse. The heroic conduct of the “Eight Hundred Heroes” in holding the Sihang Warehouse spread all the way to Nanjing, and Chiang Kai-shek, too, took pride that the Chinese army possessed such heroic and valiant officers; in his diary entry for the 27th, he wrote: “Xie Jinyuan’s regiment, which remained to defend Zhabei, fought on alone, and both Chinese and foreigners alike were moved by it, expressing the loftiest respect; compared with the barbarous cruelty of the enemy army, which is spat upon by the whole world, the two present a contrast as stark as heaven and earth. Though we lost this battle, there is glory in it still!”







Chapter 55: The Battle of Taiyuan

(September 13 – November 8, 1937)

The Battle of Taiyuan was the operation in which the Chinese army resisted the invading Japanese army’s assault on the Taiyuan area of Shanxi. The campaign lasted from the fall of Datong on September 13, 1937, to the fall of Taiyuan on November 8 — nearly two months. The Japanese army committed a total of roughly four and a half divisions, 140,000 men, and suffered nearly 30,000 casualties; the Chinese army committed a total of six army groups, 52 divisions (brigades), more than 280,000 men, and suffered more than 100,000 casualties. The Chinese defenders resisted heroically, paying a heavy price in sacrifice, and won time for a strategic withdrawal. This battle disrupted the Japanese army’s planned Hebei Plain Campaign, enabling the Chinese army along the Beijing-Hankou line to withdraw southward.




I. Operational Background and the Intentions of Both Sides

Shanxi Province is surrounded by mountains on all four sides, its terrain formidable, and it has traditionally been called “the roof-ridge of North China” — militarily, “the lock and key of North China.” The Taihang range to the east, the Lüliang range to the west, the Hengshan range to the north, and the Zhongtiao range to the south — these four great mountain ranges are distributed across its territory. The central basin of Shanxi Province, formed by fault subsidence, contains five basins running from northeast to southwest: Datong, Xinxian, Dingxiang, Taiyuan, and Linfen. These basins are broad in area, with passable routes on both sides flanked by mountains; the Tongpu Railway runs through them, making the area convenient both for garrisoning troops and for military maneuver. The provincial capital, Taiyuan, controls the junction of the Zhengtai and Tongpu railway lines, making it a strategic stronghold controlling the mountains and commanding the rivers. Within, it is shielded to the north by Xinkou Pass; without, it is encircled by the Inner Great Wall, linked by mountain passes such as Niangzi Pass, Pingxing Pass, and Yanmen Pass. Historically speaking, whoever could control Shanxi could control Hebei; whoever could occupy Shanxi and Hebei could then advance into the Central Plains. After the Japanese army occupied Beiping and Tianjin, if it wished to occupy North China, it would necessarily seek to occupy Shanxi and Suiyuan. Shanxi was therefore ground that both sides had to contest.

After the Lugou Bridge Incident, the Japanese army in North China advanced simultaneously along four campaign directions — the Tianjin-Pukou, Beiping-Hankou, Beiping-Suiyuan, and Datong-Puzhou railway lines — pressing forward on a 300-kilometer front. The North China front’s 2nd Army, with its 10th, 16th, and 108th Divisions, advanced south along the Tianjin-Pukou Railway toward Jinan as its objective; the Kwantung Army’s Chahar Expeditionary Force’s Independent Mixed 1st Brigade advanced west along the Beiping-Suiyuan Railway toward Baotou as its objective; the North China front’s 1st Army’s 6th, 14th, and 20th Divisions, together with the Area Army’s directly subordinate 5th Division and the Kwantung Army’s Independent Mixed 2nd and 15th Brigades and other units, operated jointly along the Beiping-Hankou and Datong-Puzhou lines, attacking Xinxiang and Linfen. The Japanese intention in this deployment can be summarized as “envelopment on two flanks, breakthrough in the center.” The Japanese forces along the Tianjin-Pukou and Beiping-Suiyuan lines would envelop the eastern and western flanks of North China, occupying Shandong and Suiyuan; the Japanese forces along the Beiping-Hankou and Datong-Puzhou lines would strike straight into the depth of North China. Once this plan was realized, the Japanese army would occupy the vast area connecting the four points of Baotou, Linfen, Xinxiang, and Jinan along the Yellow River. This area not only encompassed the whole of North China but strategically formed two axes of attack: the Baotou and Linfen points formed a posture of envelopment toward the northwest, while the Xinxiang and Jinan points formed a posture of advance into the Central Plains. The main battlefield of this operational plan was the plain of eastern North China. Its strategic breakthrough point, however, lay in the mountainous terrain of western North China — that is, first attacking Shanxi, seizing the roof-ridge of North China, and pressing the Chinese army into the plains of Hebei, Shandong, and Henan, either annihilating it in one stroke or forcing it to retreat. From the above analysis it can be seen that, in the Japanese army’s strategic deployment, Shanxi, on the central front, held a special strategic position. If Shanxi could be controlled by the Chinese army, the Japanese forces along the Beiping-Hankou line would come under threat from their flank, and would be unable to make any progress; nor would the Japanese forces on the two flanks (in the direction of the Tianjin-Pukou and Beiping-Suiyuan railways) be able to accomplish anything. Therefore, the defense of North China depended critically on Shanxi; preserving Shanxi meant preserving the whole of North China. Conversely, if Shanxi could not be held, the entire North China defensive front would likewise soon collapse.

Japanese intentions and force deployment: The Japanese army invading Taiyuan resolved to adopt a two-pronged converging assault to seize Taiyuan: with Itagaki Seishiro’s 5th Division as the northern route, advancing along the Tongpu Railway, crossing the Inner Great Wall, and driving straight for Taiyuan; and with part of Kawagishi Bunzaburo’s 20th Division as the eastern route, advancing west from Shijiazhuang along the Zhengtai Railway to support the 5th Division. Of these, the Itagaki Division would advance along the axis of Yanmen Pass, Daixian, and Xinkou toward Taiyuan as its main thrust, while the Kawagishi Division would advance along the axis of Jingxing and Niangzi Pass toward Taiyuan as a supporting thrust. The Japanese army adopted this two-pronged converging approach, with each route supporting the other, so that success along either direction would directly threaten Taiyuan and shake the entire defensive system of Shanxi.

The total Japanese strength committed to the Battle of Taiyuan was roughly 140,000 men, deploying 150 tanks, 350 large-caliber artillery pieces, and 300 aircraft. The 5th Division, the main force attacking Taiyuan, was an elite Japanese unit. Its division commander, Itagaki Seishiro, had been an instructor of Yan Xishan’s at the Japanese Army War College. A year earlier, in 1936, Itagaki Seishiro had written to Yan Xishan proposing to visit Shanxi and take in the scenery along the way. Itagaki Seishiro’s true purpose, however, was to survey the terrain of Shanxi and gather intelligence. Itagaki’s party neither flew nor traveled by car; they shed their military uniforms, changed into civilian clothes, and traveled on foot along the highway from Yu County in Chahar Province to Daixian in Shanxi. Braving wind and sleeping in the open, they conducted a detailed survey of the mountains, rivers, and terrain along their route.

The Nationalist Party army’s intentions and force deployment: To secure the strategic points of Shanxi, Chiang Kai-shek ordered Wei Lihuang, commander of the 1st War Zone, to lead the 14th Army Group’s four and a half divisions on a forced march from Hebei to reinforce Xinkou, placing it under the order of battle of the 2nd War Zone, and appointed Wei Lihuang deputy commander-in-chief of the 2nd War Zone and forward commander-in-chief. Yan Xishan, commander-in-chief of the Chinese 2nd War Zone, concentrated his forces in the Ningwu, Daixian, and Yuanping area, occupying pre-established positions at Yuanping and Yangfangkou, with both flanks resting on the mountain ranges of Wutai and Ningwu, resolved to fight a decisive battle against the Japanese army. Yan Xishan had entered the Japanese Army War College at the age of 25, and had formed a deep friendship there with Itagaki Seishiro, then an instructor, and with his fellow student Doihara Kenji. Yan Xishan had paid no particular attention to Itagaki’s survey of the Shanxi terrain in 1936, and a year later he came to regret this bitterly, though by then it was already too late.

Chinese forces taking part in the campaign under the 2nd War Zone comprised six army groups — the 2nd, 6th, 7th, 14th, 18th, and 22nd — totaling 31 divisions and 13 brigades, roughly 280,000 men, with 30 aircraft. These forces were organized into four groups: Right, Central, Left, and Reserve. The 18th Army Group together with the 73rd and 101st Divisions and the New 2nd Division formed the Right Group, under the command of Zhu De, commander-in-chief of the 18th Army Group, holding positions along the line from Wutai Mountain to Emakou. The 14th Army Group together with the 9th, 15th, 17th, and 19th Armies and other units formed the Central Group, under the command of Wei Lihuang, commander-in-chief of the 14th Army Group, holding positions along the line from Caijiagang and Nanhuaihua to Dabaishui. The 68th, 71st, and 120th Divisions together with the Independent 7th Brigade and other units formed the Left Group, under the command of Yang Aiyuan, commander-in-chief of the 6th Army Group, holding positions along the line from Heiyazi to Yangfangkou. The 34th, 35th, and 61st Armies together with the 66th Division and other units formed the general reserve, under the command of Fu Zuoyi, commander-in-chief of the 7th Army Group, deployed in the Dingxiang and Xinxian area. The resolve was that the units on the main position would resist the Japanese advance to the utmost, while the 115th and 120th Divisions of the 18th Army Group would carry out flanking raids via Pingxing Pass and Yanmen Pass respectively, cutting the Japanese army’s rear lines of communication and encircling and annihilating the Japanese forces in the mountainous area north of Yuanping.




II. Course of the Battle

The Battle of Taiyuan was divided into several engagements: the blocking action along the Inner Great Wall line of passes, the Battle of Xinkou, the blocking action at Niangzi Pass, and the Battle to Defend Taiyuan.

The Blocking Action Along the Inner Great Wall Line of Passes

On September 12, the Japanese army’s 9th Brigade, 21st Brigade, and 41st Regiment advanced on Guangling. On the 14th, the Japanese army occupied Guangling and swiftly dispatched units to pursue toward Lingqiu. On the 20th, Lingqiu fell, and the defending forces shifted toward the Pingxing Pass area. At dusk on September 22, the enemy’s infantry and artillery combined to attack the Pingxing Pass position, and the fighting was intense. Fu Zuoyi, under orders from Yan Xishan, led the reserve force to reinforce this area.

The 115th and 120th Divisions of the 18th Army Group reached the front in northern Shanxi; in order to cooperate with friendly forces holding Pingxing Pass, Yanmen Pass, and the passes of the Great Wall, and in accordance with the 2nd War Zone’s operational plan, they used He Long’s 120th Division to reinforce Yanmen Pass, while Lin Biao’s 115th Division’s main strength advanced swiftly toward Pingxing Pass, preparing to strike the invading enemy. The 115th Division was to attack the flank and rear of the Japanese forces advancing on Pingxing Pass, while the Nationalist Party defending forces at the Pingxing Pass front would use part of their strength to sortie from the front, coordinating with the 115th Division’s action.

Following the instructions of Zhu De, commander-in-chief of the 18th Army Group, and Peng Dehuai, deputy commander-in-chief, the 115th Division organized the celebrated Battle of Pingxing Pass. The main strength of the 115th Division, with three regiments, braved the rain to lay an ambush on the night of September 24 in the mountainous terrain on both sides of the highway northeast of Pingxing Pass. On the 25th, part of the Japanese Itagaki Division entered the pre-selected ambush zone, and the Eighth Route Army suddenly launched a fierce assault, swiftly encircling and cutting off the enemy, engaging in hand-to-hand combat with bayonets. After a day of fierce fighting, more than 1,000 Japanese troops were annihilated, more than 80 vehicles were destroyed, and large quantities of weapons and supplies were captured. The Eighth Route Army suffered more than 500 casualties. This ambush victory dealt a heavy blow to the Japanese army’s arrogant bluster, and greatly boosted the morale of Chinese soldiers and civilians.

On the 27th, the Japanese army in the Pingxing Pass area, with reinforcing aircraft, heavy artillery, and armored vehicles, launched a fierce assault along both sides of the highway, and infantry advanced toward the area around Milihui village; a detachment of Chahar troops dispatched by the Japanese army, moving via Hunyuan, carried out a flanking attack on the defenders’ left flank, and both sides became locked in fierce fighting along the entire front. By the 29th, the Japanese army had divided into two routes and launched an assault, and the fighting reached a level of intensity never seen before. The Nationalist Party defenders held their position and fought valiantly; although the Japanese army repeatedly reinforced, it was never able to advance a single step further; the defenders, too, suffered extremely heavy losses, and were unable to entirely wipe out the Japanese forces trapped east and west of the encirclement. Having been struck by Chinese forces and blocked in the Pingxing Pass area, the Japanese army changed its operational plan, and on the 27th launched a fierce attack on the Chinese defensive line at Ruoyue Pass from our left flank area; the Nationalist Party’s 34th Army’s 203rd Brigade resisted resolutely, and Brigade Commander Liang Jiantang was killed in action. On the 28th, the Japanese army, combining fierce artillery fire with an infantry assault in strength, met with tenacious resistance from the defenders, but was unable to be stopped. On the 29th, Tiejiao Ridge fell, and Fanshi likewise fell to the Japanese army that same night. The retreat route of the defenders in the Pingxing Pass area was cut off by the Japanese army, and the situation became extremely critical. At dawn on the 30th, the 2nd War Zone ordered the abandonment of Pingxing Pass. On October 1, Daixian fell. At this point, the Japanese army, at considerable cost, had broken through the 2nd War Zone’s Inner Great Wall defensive line.

The Battle of Xinkou

Xinkou is the gateway leading from northern Shanxi to Taiyuan, the last line of defense protecting Taiyuan, with dangerous terrain — resting on Wutai Mountain to the right and the Yunzhong River to the left, making it a strategic point of great importance. The Chinese army concentrated 80,000 troops here, organizing the Battle of Xinkou under the overall command of Wei Lihuang, deputy commander-in-chief of the 2nd War Zone and forward commander-in-chief. The forces fighting on the Xinkou front were the 18th, 14th, 6th, and 7th Army Groups. The theater deployed three army groups along the line from Wutai Mountain to Ningwu Mountain, organizing a defense based on favorable terrain. The deployment was: Zhu De’s 18th Army Group formed the right wing, organizing a defense south of the Hutuo River relying on Wutai Mountain, blocking the Japanese advance, and, seizing the opportunity, advancing part of its main strength toward Yanmen Pass to threaten the enemy’s left flank, forming a posture of enveloping the Japanese army; Wei Lihuang’s 14th Army Group was positioned in the center, conducting a frontal defense along the Daixian-to-Yuanping highway, resisting the Japanese advance; Yang Aiyuan’s 6th Army Group formed the left wing, organizing a defense on the west side of the Tongpu Railway, while preparing to advance part of its strength to the enemy’s rear, threatening his right flank in coordination with our right-wing forces to the east and west; at the same time, Fu Zuoyi’s 7th Army Group served as reserve, concentrated in the Xinxian and Dingxiang area.

On October 2, the Japanese army headquarters issued the order to the North China Area Army to advance on Taiyuan. The Japanese army’s main strength in North China, the 5th Division, together with the Kwantung Army’s 1st and 11th Brigades and special-purpose units, a combined force of 50,000 troops, 150 tanks, and 250 artillery pieces, under Itagaki’s command, invaded Xinkou. The Japanese army launched a frontal assault combined with flanking envelopment, and, with the powerful support of artillery fire, tanks, and aircraft, attacked Yuanping and Daixian. The main strength of the defending 19th Army resisted courageously, holding for a full week, and the fighting was extremely brutal. The entire regiment of Ma Yanshou’s Independent 7th Brigade, garrisoning the area west of Yuanping, perished to the last man in defense of their country. Regiment commanders Liu Lianxiang and Shi Huanran were killed in action, and Yuanping fell. On the 9th, the enemy again launched a massive assault to encircle Yuanping. The 196th Brigade fought a bloody, hand-to-hand street battle for three days against the enemy who had entered the city; in the end, Brigade Commander Jiang Yuzhen led more than 200 remaining officers and men in a retreat to hold the city’s northeast corner, fighting the enemy hand-to-hand until, on the 11th, all of them fell in battle. After occupying Yuanping, the Japanese army concentrated its strength for a fierce assault along the west side of the Tongpu Railway. At this point, Wei Lihuang, leading the reinforcing 14th Army Group, had arrived at Xinkou from the Beiping-Hankou line, and immediately deployed his forces: Liu Maoen commanded the right-wing army group, Hao Mengling commanded the central army group, and Li Mo’an commanded the left-wing army group, mounting tenacious resistance along the line of Longwangtang, Nanhuaihua, Dabaishui, and Nanling north of Xinkou; from October 13 onward the fighting raged fiercely for half a month. The enemy concentrated the full strength of its aircraft, artillery, and tanks in covering a fierce infantry assault against the surface positions northwest of our Xinkou position and the high ground of Nanhuaihua. We countered with coordinated air force and artillery operations, and infantry charging hand-to-hand, repeatedly contesting the ground back and forth along both banks of the Yunzhong River, with positions lost and retaken time and again. We killed or wounded roughly 20,000 of the enemy, setting the record for the largest number of enemy casualties inflicted anywhere on the entire national battlefield of resistance up to that point.

Wei Lihuang, commander of the 14th Army Group, seizing the moment when the enemy’s frontal assault forces had weakened, vigorously launched offensive action, counterattacking the Japanese army. In the course of the counterattack, on October 16, Hao Mengling, commander of the 9th Army, Liu Jiaqi, commander of the 54th Division, and Zheng Tingzhen, commander of the Independent 5th Brigade, and others were successively killed in action, giving their lives for their country. Hao Mengling’s forces had originally been garrisoned at Guiyang; when the nation was in crisis, he had requested to be sent to the front in the north. Before departing, he wrote a final testament to his wife and children, resolved to fight to the death on the battlefield. In the fighting at Xinkou, he personally went to the front to direct operations, leading from the front, and was unluckily struck by a bullet and died a hero’s death only 200 meters from the enemy.

Japanese casualties at Xinkou exceeded 20,000, and the operation was going badly for them. The Japanese North China Area Army successively reinforced with three additional brigades on the 22nd, 27th, and 29th, but was still never able to break through Nanhuaihua, and eventually shifted its main effort to Dabaishui. Just as the Battle of Xinkou was at its fiercest, Niangzi Pass in eastern Shanxi fell, and the Japanese army pushed west, closing in on Taiyuan. On November 2, the defenders at Xinkou were ordered to withdraw to defend Taiyuan.

While tenaciously resisting the Japanese army at the front, the main strength of the 18th Army Group advanced into the enemy’s rear around Lingqiu, Guangling, Daixian, and Xin County, continually harassing the Japanese lines of communication and rear-area objectives. On the night of October 19, the 769th Regiment of the 129th Division, with one battalion, made a night raid on the Yangmingbao airfield southwest of Daixian. Yangmingbao had a total of 24 Japanese aircraft, arranged in three groups on the airfield, with a rather deep defensive trench running along the airfield runway, convenient for our forces to conceal themselves and maneuver in the attack. Most of the garrison force was concentrated at the north end of the airfield, and only about 200 Japanese troops guarded the airfield itself. The 769th Regiment used its 3rd Battalion to raid the enemy airfield, its 1st Battalion to pin down enemy reinforcements, and its 2nd Battalion as reserve. The raid achieved surprise; all 24 Japanese aircraft were destroyed, and more than 100 of the Japanese garrison force were killed or wounded, depriving the rampaging Japanese army, just as it was eagerly trying to seize Xinkou, of air support at a critical moment. When news of this reached the Nationalist Party front lines, officers and men at first simply did not believe it; only afterward, when the number of enemy aircraft bombing Xinkou and Taiyuan noticeably decreased, and even disappeared for a time, did they finally believe it. Wei Lihuang said: “It was the right decision to transfer the 129th Division to fight the positional battle. Burning 24 of the enemy’s aircraft at Yangmingbao is something that has never happened before in the history of warfare — on behalf of the officers and men fighting on the Xinkou front, I extend my thanks to the Eighth Route Army.” The night raid on Yangmingbao became the top headline news circulating both within China and abroad, and the 769th Regiment was hailed as one of the famous regiments of the War of Resistance. Its regiment commander, Chen Xilian, was nicknamed “Chen the Steel Cannon,” and later served as brigade commander of the 385th Brigade.

Ren Bishi, director of the Political Department of the Eighth Route Army headquarters, in an article he wrote at the time titled “Recollections of the War of Resistance in Shanxi,” highly praised the achievements of the Battle of Xinkou, saying: “The enemy once threw his full strength into a fierce assault on Xinkou, and suffered fierce counterattacks from the forces resisting at Xinkou. The Battle of Xinkou was the most intense fighting in the War of Resistance in North China; Commanders Hao and Liu made heroic sacrifices together at the front, and the entire force under the command of Wei Lihuang, though it suffered heavy casualties, never wavered; the heroic struggle of many loyal and brave officers and men deserves to be commemorated forever by every fellow countryman.”

The Blocking Action at Niangzi Pass

Niangzi Pass, originally named Weize Pass, is located about 45 kilometers northeast of the county seat of Pingding in Shanxi Province. The original site of Niangzi Pass is not at its present location; when the Zhengtai Railway was built, the rail line passed through Weize Pass, and the Shanxi authorities renamed the first station upon entering Shanxi “Niangzi Pass,” while the original Niangzi Pass was renamed “Old Pass.”

Niangzi Pass was the route the Japanese 20th Division had to pass through in order to carry out its supporting offensive toward Taiyuan. Regarding the fighting at Niangzi Pass, Mao Zedong, then far away in Yan’an, had pointed out: “The key to the Battle of Taiyuan lies in the following three points: (1) the firm defense of Niangzi Pass; (2) the defense and sorties of the frontal Xinkou area; (3) the destruction of the enemy’s rear. If the enemy takes Shijiazhuang, he will advance into Shanxi; therefore heavy forces must be concentrated at the two points of Longquan Pass (Jiulong Pass) and Niangzi Pass, and a firm defense carried out, so that the main force can achieve victory in the area north of Taiyuan.” But Yan Xishan’s neglect of the defense in the direction of Niangzi Pass brought about the reversal of the entire Battle of Taiyuan.

In mid-October, the Japanese North China Area Army’s 20th Division, together with parts of the 108th and 109th Divisions, forded the Hutuo River and advanced on Taiyuan along the Zhengtai Railway line. At this time, the defense of eastern Shanxi was virtually undefended, so Chiang Kai-shek sent the 1st War Zone’s 14th Army Group and the 3rd Army into Shanxi, establishing a defense along the line from Jingxing to Niangzi Pass along the Zhengtai line, holding the eastern Shanxi area. On October 11, the Japanese army, taking advantage of the fact that our troops had not yet gained a firm footing, launched an assault on Jingxing and the positions of the 107th Division to its north. By evening the fighting had gone against us; the Japanese army successively captured Changshengkou and Da-Xiaolongwo, pushing toward Yangguan, and Jingxing likewise fell to the Japanese army. Yan Xishan urgently ordered the original reinforcing 1st Army Group (Sun Lianzhong’s force) intended for North Shanxi to instead go to the relief of Niangzi Pass. On the 13th, under the assault of superior Japanese forces, Yangguan fell. On the 14th, the 1st Army Group reached the vicinity of Niangzi Pass, and immediately launched a counterattack toward Yangguan. At the same time, Yan Xishan ordered the main strength of the 129th Division to hurry to Yangquan to cooperate in the operations in the Niangzi Pass area. On the evening of the 15th, the 3rd Army and the 27th Division organized a dare-to-die corps and launched a sudden and fierce assault, annihilating most of the more than 1,500 Japanese troops who had advanced from Old Pass into Guangou. Sun Lianzhong decided that at dawn on the 16th a general assault would be launched along the entire front, with the 3rd Army as the main attacking force thrusting toward Old Pass, the main strength of the 27th Division sortieing toward Da Xiaolongwo to cut off the Japanese army’s retreat, and part of the force mopping up the remnants of the Japanese army in Guangou, in coordination with the 3rd Army’s operations. At dawn on the 16th, the defenders launched their assault; after fierce fighting on both sides, the defenders cleared out the remaining Japanese troops in Guangou; although the Japanese forces at Old Pass were surrounded, they used favorable terrain to put up stubborn resistance, and, receiving air support, the 3rd Army’s advance met a setback. Toward evening, the Japanese army launched a counterattack, breaking through the 27th Division’s position on the high ground southwest of Yangguan. On the 17th, the defenders continued their assault, and the Japanese army also mounted a massive counterattack; after repeated close combat, both sides suffered horrendous casualties. On the 19th, as the Japanese army advancing on Wulü Ridge continually reinforced its strength, the 17th Division, although putting up tenacious resistance, ultimately lost its position.

On the 22nd, the Japanese army attacking Niangzi Pass from the front, having received reinforcement, launched a fierce assault with the support of air and artillery fire, and the defenders’ position was breached in multiple places. On the 26th, the Japanese army advanced on Niangzi Pass, and, because the defending forces at Niangzi Pass were too few in number, the pass fell to the Japanese army that same day. Afterward, the Japanese army successively occupied Jucheng, Yizhen, Pingding, Yangquan, and numerous other positions, directly threatening Taiyuan. The fall of Niangzi Pass brought about the reversal of the entire Battle of Taiyuan situation.

The Battle to Defend Taiyuan

The defense of the city of Taiyuan was placed under the command of Fu Zuoyi. His deployment was: the 35th Army and part of the 73rd Division defended the eastern and western walls respectively, with part of the force positioned around the periphery; the New 3rd Regiment defended the northern wall; the Independent 1st Brigade was positioned at the western wall, and the 213th Brigade was positioned at the southern wall; the New 8th and 9th Regiments served as reserves.

On November 2, because the defenders in eastern Shanxi had suffered repeated defeats, and the forces in northern Shanxi had also failed to hold the line at Qingling and Tianmen Pass, by the 4th they had fallen back to the northern outskirts of Taiyuan city, and the battlefield situation had turned greatly unfavorable for the defenders. On the 5th, the Japanese 5th Division captured the town of Yangqu. On the 6th, the vanguard of the Japanese army had already reached the northern outskirts of Taiyuan, and the main force soon after launched a joint assault from the east and north of the city. On the 7th, the Japanese 20th Division also reached the vicinity of Taiyuan, joining forces with the 5th Division. Moreover, by this time all the bridges over the Fen River west of the city had already been occupied by the Japanese army, and the city of Taiyuan had fallen into the Japanese army’s encirclement.

On the 8th, the Japanese army concentrated the main strength of two divisions and launched a fierce assault on the city of Taiyuan from the east and north. More than 30 Japanese aircraft carried out repeated waves of bombing on the city of Taiyuan; the north gate tower was quickly destroyed, and smoke and fire covered the entire city. At 0900 hours, the northeast corner of the city wall came under fierce Japanese artillery bombardment, and more than ten breaches were opened in the east and north city walls; Japanese infantry then charged into the breaches. The defenders held their positions and resisted to the death, sealing off the breaches with concentrated fire, and engaged the Japanese in close combat within the city. After repeated contests and fierce street fighting, the bulk of the Japanese forces that had broken into the city were annihilated, though the defenders’ own casualties were likewise extremely heavy. After nightfall, the Japanese army carried out an airborne drop into the city, and swiftly routed the defenders of the western and southern walls. Fu Zuoyi, judging that the battle situation could no longer be salvaged, ordered a breakout and withdrawal, leading only about 2,000 surviving defenders in a breakout toward the Western Hills. Taiyuan then fell. At this point, the Battle of Taiyuan came to an end.




III. Evaluation

The Battle of Taiyuan was one of the “Four Great Campaigns” in which Chinese resistance was most resolute and inflicted the greatest casualties on the Japanese army in the early period of the War of Resistance. In this campaign, the Eighth Route Army made its name with the Battle of Pingxing Pass, the raid on the Yangmingbao airfield spread its fame far and wide, and the tragic Battle of Xinkou destroyed more than 20,000 Japanese troops; the heroic deeds of our army and people in the resistance are moving to recount and will be forever recorded in history. The Battle of Taiyuan was a regular defensive battle fought mainly by the Nationalist Party army on China’s main battlefront, and it was also a typical example of passive defense. Although the Battle of Taiyuan ended in defeat, the lessons of experience it offers — in strategic resolve, troop morale, campaign deployment, tactical action, and operations behind enemy lines, among other aspects — have much that is worth learning from. Understanding this battle case is of great benefit to us in grasping the history of the Nationalist Party’s military campaigns and in drawing our own conclusions from the evolution of its traditional tactics.


(1) Gaps in Defensive Deployment Brought About the Collapse of the Entire Defensive System

In the Battle of Taiyuan, the Nationalist Party army, by firmly holding the passes along the Inner Great Wall line and the strategic point of Xinkou, effectively wore down and delayed the Japanese advance. But the loss of the Niangzi Pass direction caused the Nationalist Party army’s entire defensive system to be thrown into disarray — a perfect illustration of the old Chinese saying, “one careless move loses the whole game.”

Zhou Enlai, attending a military conference held by Yan Xishan in Taiyuan on October 6, once pointed out: “Given the current situation, we suggest that the Nanjing National Military Council should swiftly dispatch three or four elite divisions to the Niangzi Pass area. The main strength of the Eighth Route Army’s Lin and He divisions could take on the task of destroying the enemy’s flank and rear in depth from the east and west, coordinating with the Niangzi Pass defenders’ operations.” Wei Lihuang likewise expressed agreement: “If Mr. Mao’s and Mr. Zhou’s suggestions are followed, these operations stand a good chance of victory. There is for now no problem with our forces at the Xinkou front, but the eastern line, Niangzi Pass, absolutely must have its defenses strengthened — this is truly the key to victory at Xinkou.” But Yan Xishan, the supreme commander of the 2nd War Zone, failed to recognize the importance of Niangzi Pass. Yan Xishan stated: “As for the direction of Niangzi Pass to the east, the theater has already considered the deployment of forces there; there is no need for excessive worry. At present Shijiazhuang is still in our hands, and eastern Shanxi is fairly calm. Even if the 1st War Zone abandons Shijiazhuang, surely it will not abandon the entire northern section of the Beiping-Hankou line? At that time, if the enemy attacks Niangzi Pass from the west, our forces can still strike the enemy’s rear from the flank, preventing the Japanese from advancing recklessly westward. As for the defense of Niangzi Pass, I have already transferred two divisions of Feng Qinzai’s Shaanxi Army and one division of Zhao Shoushan’s forces to defend Niangzi Pass and the area to its north as far as Longquan Pass; I have also transferred Zeng Wanzhong’s Yunnan Army 3rd Army to defend the line south of Niangzi Pass at Nanjiulong Pass and Malingguan. East of Niangzi Pass, there are currently Zhu Huaibing’s 94th Division, Xu Quan’s 529th Brigade, and Sun Lianzhong’s 26th Route Army; the central government forces under Tang Enbo’s two divisions have also already been reinforced and can continue to be moved into Shanxi to fight. Chairman Chiang in Nanjing has already promised to transfer part of the Sichuan Army to Shanxi as well. With such a concentration of forces, the stability of the eastern front’s defense can be guaranteed.” In Yan Xishan’s eyes, whatever happened, the northern Shanxi direction was the main battlefield, and Niangzi Pass was naturally a secondary one. In fact, most of the forces Yan Xishan listed above were miscellaneous units with extremely poor equipment and weak combat effectiveness, and some of them were swiftly transferred elsewhere, while others were still en route. His attention was entirely concentrated on Xinkou, and he neglected the defense of the Niangzi Pass direction in eastern Shanxi — this evidently became the weakest link in the entire defensive system. Once the Japanese army concentrated its strength to break through here, Niangzi Pass immediately fell, and the flank and rear of the main force at Xinkou came under serious threat, leaving no choice but to withdraw and defend Taiyuan. Taiyuan was ill-suited to defense, and it too quickly fell — an outcome Yan Xishan had never anticipated.



(2) The Chinese Army’s Officers and Men Fought to the Death, Providing Enormous Spiritual Impetus for the Nationwide War of Resistance

In the Battle of Xinkou, our defending forces contested every inch of ground and fought repeated engagements of mutual annihilation with the enemy. The Chinese army held its position in this battle for more than 20 days; taken purely on its own terms, the Battle of Xinkou was a success, a victory — it effectively blocked the Japanese army’s southward advance. The defending officers and men fought bravely, with cadres at every level leading from the front; the dead among the officers and men numbered no fewer than ten thousand, with more than 20,000 wounded. At the height of the fighting, in a single day, along a frontal sector only 1.5 kilometers wide, as many as ten regiments’ worth of troops were sacrificed — an average of one regiment lost every hour. After more than 20 days of fierce fighting, more than 20,000 Japanese troops were killed or wounded. The casualties on both sides were roughly equal, which on the one hand shows how intense the fighting was, and on the other hand shows that the Chinese army did possess real fighting capacity — Chinese soldiers viewed death as no more than a return home, displaying the patriotic spirit of the Chinese nation, and providing enormous encouragement to the nationwide War of Resistance.

The most representative figure among the officers and men was Hao Mengling. He was the first army commander to be killed in action in the early period of the War of Resistance; in the Battle of Xinkou he served as commander-in-chief of the Central Army Group, leading his forces to hold the main position at Xinkou and block the Japanese army. On October 7, 1937, in front of the command post of the 54th Division at Nanhuaihua, he assembled his officers of battalion rank and above for a briefing, saying: “This War of Resistance is a war for the survival of the nation; if we win, the nation survives; if we lose, the nation perishes — therefore we may only advance, never retreat! Everyone must be resolved to have no thought of self, resolved to fight the enemy with the determination that where there is me, there is no enemy, and where there is the enemy, there is no me. The soldier’s duty is to protect the nation and its people; now the people suffer hardship and the nation is in peril — it is because we soldiers have failed to fulfill our proper duty, and this is truly shameful. To place the nation upon a rock of stability, and to save the common people from fire and flood, requires that officers and men obey orders unto death and fight courageously. I have spent the longest time with the 54th Division, and the bond of feeling between the officers and men and myself runs deep; now, with the great enemy before us, I am resolved to live or die together with all the officers and men, to share weal and woe, and to fight shoulder to shoulder with them. Commander-in-Chief Yan personally executed by firing squad Li Fuying, the army commander who abandoned Tianzhen — this has set for us an example of the military law’s mercilessness, and I hope everyone will, whatever happens, never test that law with their own life!” In a letter to his wife, Hao Mengling wrote: “Since I set out from Wuhan, I have left behind my final testament along with instructions for our sons and daughters. This War of Resistance is truly the final juncture upon which the survival of our nation and people depends; I hold fast to my resolve to sacrifice myself, for success need not come from me; if I should sacrifice myself, and so long as the nation survives, then our children’s education will of course be no problem.” At dawn on the 16th, in the midst of a fierce counterattack by the central army group, Hao Mengling, having resolved to face certain death, personally went to the Xinkou front to direct the fighting, and was unluckily struck by a bullet and died a hero’s death for his country. Ten days later, this letter appeared in newspapers across the country, and it greatly inspired the fighting spirit of soldiers and civilians throughout the nation.



(3) Fighting to the Death in Passive Resistance Made Victory Difficult to Achieve

In the Battle of Taiyuan, the basic approach adopted by the Nationalist Party army was one of purely positional defense, often placing itself in a passive position; combined with weapons and equipment inferior to those of the Japanese army, it fought to the death, suffering enormous casualties. Apart from the blocking action along the Inner Great Wall, the Battle of Xinkou, and the blocking action at Niangzi Pass — in which the Chinese army, aside from the Eighth Route Army’s ambush at Pingxing Pass and the night raid on the Yangmingbao airfield, rarely conducted any operational maneuver, flanking attacks, or encircling movements against the advancing Japanese forces — the Chinese forces mostly held their regular positions awaiting the enemy, meeting the Japanese assault head-on.

After the Battle of Taiyuan, senior Nationalist Party army commanders began to earnestly confront the lessons of purely passive defense, and to consider and experiment with an operational guiding approach of offensive-minded defense. Its main principles were: to closely combine the defensive posture of positional warfare with the offensive posture of mobile warfare and the harassing tactics of guerrilla warfare. On a pre-selected battlefield, part of the strength would firmly hold the position, attracting and wearing down the enemy; part of the strength would conduct guerrilla operations in the enemy’s rear, destroying communications and harassing strongpoints, pinning down the enemy; and the main strength would carry out a powerful flanking assault against the enemy’s flank and rear, thereby transforming interior-line operations into exterior-line operations, and seizing the initiative from a position of passivity. This guiding principle was essentially realized half a year later, in the Battle of Xuzhou in April 1938. Although the Battle of Taiyuan ended in overall defeat, the Nationalist Party army, having absorbed this lesson, began to adopt more flexible strategy and tactics, striving to seize the initiative and destroy part of the enemy’s forces, achieving the goal of stabilizing the overall defense. The Battle of Taiyuan marked the beginning of the Nationalist Party army’s shift in military action from passive defense toward active defense. As the celebrated British journalist James Bertram pointed out in a long conversation with Mao Zedong: “The Battle of Taiyuan is a marker of the high tide of the resistance war in North China, and a highly significant favorable omen pointing to the future course of the War of Resistance. If the Battle of Taierzhuang in April 1938 represents China’s first great victory in the War of Resistance, then the Battle of Xinkou can certainly be called its least perfunctory trial run.”







Chapter 56: The Battle of Xuzhou

(January – June 1938)

The Battle of Xuzhou was the operation in which, from January to June 1938, the Chinese army resisted the invading Japanese army’s assault on the provinces of Jiangsu, Shandong, Anhui, and Henan, centered on Xuzhou. In this battle, the Chinese Nationalist Party army committed nearly 70 divisions, roughly 600,000 men, fighting courageously against a Japanese force of eight divisions and five brigades, roughly 240,000 men, inflicting 23,000 Japanese casualties at the cost of 100,000 of their own. This campaign was the longest-lasting campaign on the main battlefront since the start of the War of Resistance. Although the Japanese army ultimately won the campaign, the Chinese Nationalist Party army disrupted the Japanese army’s offensive deployment and won time for the subsequent Battle of Wuhan.




I. Operational Background and the Intentions of Both Sides

On July 17, 1937, the Japanese government convened a conference of five ministers and decided to mobilize 400,000 troops for the war of aggression against China, intending to destroy China by force. In North China, after the Japanese army seized Beiping and Tianjin, it advanced along four routes: one via the Beiping-Suiyuan and Datong-Puzhou railways to attack Shanxi; one via the Beiping-Hankou railway to attack Henan; one via the Tianjin-Pukou and Jiaoji railways to attack Shandong; and one along the Beiping-Suiyuan railway to attack Suiyuan. In East China, the Japanese army simultaneously provoked hostilities, launching an offensive against Shanghai; after three months of fierce fighting, it occupied Shanghai on November 12, then divided its forces to converge on Nanjing. On December 13, the Japanese army captured Nanjing and carried out a genocidal massacre, subjecting 300,000 residents and soldiers of Nanjing to a horrific slaughter.

After occupying Nanjing, in order to link up the northern and southern battlefields, open the Tianjin-Pukou Railway, and thereby break through the Chinese army’s Longhai Railway defensive line and achieve the strategic goal of converging on Wuhan, the Japanese army first resolved to seize Xuzhou. Xuzhou, an important city in northwestern Jiangsu Province, lies between the Yellow and Huai rivers, occupying the strategic crossroads of the four provinces of Shandong, Henan, Anhui, and Jiangsu, and forming the hub of the Tianjin-Pukou and Longhai railway lines — traditionally a place that military strategists have always contested. The Chinese military authorities were resolved to defend it with all their strength; and so the Chinese army and the invading Japanese army fought a large-scale campaign across the vast area north and south of the Tianjin-Pukou line, centered on Xuzhou.

Japanese operational intentions: In December 1937, after the Japanese army occupied Nanjing, its 13th Division crossed the Yangtze River northward, advancing to the line of Lin Tang and Mingguang on the eastern bank of the Chi River in Anhui; the Japanese 2nd Army Corps invading North China forded the Yellow River between Qingcheng and Jiyang in Shandong, and, after occupying Jinan, advanced to the line of Jining, Mengyin, and Qingdao. In order to open the Tianjin-Pukou Railway (Tianjin to Pukou) and link the northern and southern battlefields into one, Japanese headquarters successively drew together a force of eight divisions plus three brigades and two detachments (equivalent to brigades), roughly 240,000 men. The main Japanese forces were Itagaki Seishiro’s 5th Division, Isogai Rensuke’s 10th Division, Nakajima Kesago’s 16th Division, elements of the 110th and 103rd Divisions, Suematsu Shigeharu’s 114th Division, elements of Sakagawa’s 105th Division, Doihara Kenji’s 14th Division of the 1st Army Corps, and elements each of the Yamashita and Sakai detachments. These forces were commanded respectively by General Hata Shunroku, commander of the Central China Expeditionary Army (reorganized from the Central China Area Army on February 18, 1938), and General Terauchi Hisaichi, commander of the North China Area Army, carrying out a north-south converging assault. They judged that Xuzhou had concentrated 300,000 of China’s elite troops, and that if they could close in from north and south like a giant pincer along the Longhai Railway, they could deal China’s army “a fatal blow from which it could never recover.” After capturing the strategic point of Xuzhou in East China, they intended to advance west along the Longhai Railway (Lanzhou to Lianyungang), take Zhengzhou, and then advance south along the Beiping-Hankou Railway (Beiping to Hankou) to seize Wuhan.

Comparative Table of Opposing Forces











	Side
	Initial Strength
	Later Strength
	Aircraft
	Tanks





	China
	160,000
	600,000
	0
	0



	Japan
	80,000
	240,000
	~100
	~400



	Note
	In the course of the campaign, the Nationalist Party air force provided support to the 31st Division on nine sorties, but caused no Japanese casualties
	
	
	





The Nationalist Party army’s operational intentions: The Chinese army was commanded by Li Zongren, commander-in-chief of the 5th War Zone, which was divided into five army groups for the operation. The Huainan Army Group, commanded by Li Pinxian, comprised Yang Sen’s 20th Army, Xu Yuanquan’s 10th Army, and Wang Zanbin’s 48th Army; the Huaibei Army Group, commanded by Liao Lei, comprised Wei Yunsong’s 31st Army, Zhou Zuhuang’s 7th Army, Feng Zhi’an’s 77th Army, Liu Ruming’s 68th Army, and Ou Shounian’s Left Flank Detachment; the Southern Shandong Army Group, commanded by Sun Lianzhong, comprised Tian Zhennan’s 30th Army, Feng Anbang’s 42nd Army, Yu Xuezhong’s 51st Army, Sun Zhen’s 41st Army, Chen Dingxun’s 45th Army, Lu Han’s 60th Army, Fan Songfu’s 46th Army, Tan Daoyuan’s 22nd Army, and Zhou Bi’s 75th Army; the Longhai Army Group, commanded by Tang Enbo, comprised Zhang Zizhong’s 59th Army, Li Xianzhou’s 92nd Army, and Li Yannian’s 2nd Army; the Northern Jiangsu Army Group, commanded by Han Deqin, comprised Miao Zhiliu’s 57th Army and his own concurrently commanded 89th Army; and the Forward Advance Army, comprising Shi Yousan’s 69th Army. In addition, in western Shandong there were also Sun Tongxuan’s 12th Army, Cao Fulin’s 55th Army, and Shang Zhen’s 32nd Army, among other units. The Nationalist Party army successively assembled 64 divisions plus three brigades, roughly 600,000 men, intending to concentrate its main force in the area north of Xuzhou to resist the northern Japanese forces pressing south, while deploying part of its strength along the southern section of the Tianjin-Pukou Railway to block the Japanese northward advance.




II. Course of the Battle

The Battle of Xuzhou went through three stages: the initial defensive fighting along the Tianjin-Pukou Railway, the Battle of Taierzhuang, and the breakout from Xuzhou, spanning more than five months in total.

Stage One: Initial Defensive Fighting Along the Tianjin-Pukou Railway (January – February 1938)

In this stage, the Japanese army committed roughly 80,000 troops, with the southern section of the Tianjin-Pukou line as the main thrust and the northern section as a supporting thrust, advancing on Xuzhou from north and south respectively. The Chinese defenders comprised six army groups — the 3rd, 11th, 21st, 22nd, 24th, and 27th — together with the 3rd and 20th Army Corps.

Beginning in mid-December 1937, the southern route Japanese forces, under the command of General Hata Shunroku, crossed the Yangtze at Zhenjiang, Nanjing, and Wuhu, advancing north. After the main strength of the Japanese 3rd Division captured Chu County (present-day Chuzhou), it advanced along the Tianjin-Pukou line to the vicinity of Xuyi and Zhangbaling; part of the 3rd Division, after capturing Yangzhou, advanced toward the line of Shaobo and Tianchang, covering the flank of the defensive line at Zhenjiang. Part of the 9th Division, after capturing Yuxikou, advanced north along the Huainan Railway to the line of Chao County (present-day Chaohu) and Quanjiao. The 5th War Zone’s operational deployment was: using Li Pinxian’s 11th Army Group and Yu Xuezhong’s 51st Army to make use of terrain obstacles such as the Huai, Chi, and Yan rivers, blocking the Japanese army’s northward advance along the Tianjin-Pukou line.

On February 6, part of Liao Lei’s 21st Army Group counterattacked toward Dingyuan, while Zhang Zizhong’s 59th Army, rushing to reinforce, took over the defense of the north bank of the Huai River from Liao’s forces; although the Japanese army made repeated fierce attacks, they achieved nothing. On the 27th, Zhang Zizhong was ordered to shift his forces north to Linyi, Shandong, and the north bank of the Huaibei was again garrisoned by Liao’s forces. At this time, Wei Yunsong’s 31st Army attacked and captured Chu County, encircling Shangyao, and held firm at Guqiao and Luohe. Zhou Zuhuang’s 7th Army launched an active counterattack from the line of Laorenqiao and Dingyuan, and also conducted large-scale guerrilla warfare, pinning down and striking the Japanese army, forcing the bulk of it to retreat to the south bank of the Huai River, forming a standoff between the two sides across the river.

The defensive fighting along the northern section of the Tianjin-Pukou line was originally directed by Han Fuju, deputy commander-in-chief of the 5th War Zone and concurrently commander-in-chief of the 3rd Army Group. On December 23, 1937, part of the Japanese army forded the river between Qingcheng and Jiyang, successively capturing Yan’an Town and Guiren Town. On the evening of the 24th, Han’s forces left Jinan for Tai’an, leaving the 20th Division to garrison Jinan. On January 1, 1938, Han’s forces abandoned Daxikou, and on the 5th abandoned Jining, with the main force retreating to the area of Cao County, Chengwu, and Shan County, leaving the front gate of the northern section of the Tianjin-Pukou line wide open, allowing the Japanese army to drive straight down that line unimpeded. The Chinese military authorities, in view of Han Fuju’s violation of wartime military law by abandoning his position without authorization, sentenced him to death, and replaced him with Sun Tongxuan (formerly commander of the 12th Army under Han’s command) as commander-in-chief of the 3rd Army Group.

On February 10, Li Zongren, in order to ensure the security of the Xuzhou area, ordered Sun Tongxuan’s forces to advance west of the Grand Canal and to raid the Japanese strongpoints at Jining and Wenshang. When Tai’an on the northern section of the Tianjin-Pukou line was lost, the Nationalist Party military authorities urgently transferred Sun Zhen’s 22nd Army Group to the area north of Linzheng to support Sun Tongxuan’s operations. For more than a month, owing to Sun Tongxuan’s counterattacks and Sun Zhen’s determined support, the Japanese army was rendered unable to advance southward along the Tianjin-Pukou line, and the two sides settled into a standoff.

Stage Two: The Battle of Taierzhuang (March – April 1938)

Taierzhuang, located at the intersection of the Taizao (Tai’erzhuang–Zaozhuang) branch line of the Tianjin-Pukou Railway and the Taiwei (Tai’erzhuang–Weifang) highway, controlled the throat of the Grand Canal and was the gateway to Xuzhou, holding an important military position. In mid-March, the Japanese army, with nearly 80,000 troops under the command of Lieutenant General Terauchi Juichi, commander of the North China Area Army’s 2nd Army Corps, advanced on Taierzhuang along two routes. One route was Itagaki’s 5th Division, which, having forcibly landed at Laoshan Bay and Fudao in Qingdao on January 12, advanced west along the Jiaoji Railway, turned south at Weixian, and, passing through Gaomi, pressed on via the line of Zhucheng and Ju County toward Linyi. The other route was Isogai’s 10th Division, which advanced south along the Tianjin-Pukou line, driving straight for Taierzhuang. The two Japanese divisions engaged the Chinese army in fierce fighting at Linyi and Tengxian, opening the prologue to the Battle of Taierzhuang.

Linyi front: The Chinese defenders were Pang Bingxun’s 40th Army, blocking the Japanese advance in the Linyi sector. In late February, the two sides had already fought several engagements of attack and defense at Linyi. The Japanese army, with a superior force of one division reinforced by one mountain artillery regiment and one cavalry brigade, repeatedly attacked Linyi, and Pang’s forces held the city, fighting to the death in its defense. Zhang Zizhong’s 59th Army was transferred and rushed to reinforce, covering 180 li in a single day and night. With the resolve to “fight to the death against the enemy” and “repay the nation even at the cost of ten thousand deaths,” Zhang Zizhong led his forces to fight in cooperation with Pang’s forces. On the Linyi battlefield, the 59th Army maintained strict military discipline, with clear rewards and punishments. Jin Zhen, commander of the 112th Brigade of this army, was dismissed from his post by Army Commander Zhang Zizhong on the very day that he retreated in defeat across the western bank of the Yi River after failing to hold off a Japanese counterattack; in the second Battle of Linyi, when the commander of the 3rd Battalion of the 224th Regiment attempted to flee, he was executed on the spot by Zhang Zizhong.

In the fighting at Linyi, the Nationalist Party army for a time lacked an overall perspective on the situation, leading to the loss of opportunities on the battlefield. When the Japanese army launched its fierce assault on Linyi, the 5th War Zone swiftly dispatched the 133rd Brigade and the 13th Army’s Cavalry Regiment to reinforce, but by that time the Japanese Sakamoto Detachment had already halted its advance. Xu Zuyi, the 5th War Zone’s representative on the scene, confining himself to the situation at Linyi alone, neither analyzed nor assessed whether the enemy’s main force had broken off and left the battlefield, nor conducted any reconnaissance or scouting, and was content simply not to be attacked; he telegraphed Li Zongren: “The enemy attacking Linyi withdrew from Tangtou Town east of Linyi last night; the newly arrived Wang Brigade and Tang’s cavalry unit are now pursuing the enemy opportunistically and maintaining contact.” Not until April 1, when the main strength of the Sakamoto Detachment appeared at Xiangcheng, fighting the 20th Army Corps, did Zhang Zizhong’s “Battle Report” still state: “The enemy units in contact belong to the 42nd Regiment of Itagaki’s 5th Division and the 6th Regiment of Suzuki’s forces… roughly 7,000–8,000 troops.” “This army’s mission is to secure Linyi… there is very little hope of a successful attack against the enemy.” His resolve remained fixed on occupying the position and holding it defensively, still unaware of where the enemy’s main strength had gone. Chiang Kai-shek sent a telegram criticizing Zhang Zizhong: “That the enemy at Linyi was allowed to move freely toward Xiangcheng and Lanling Town is truly this army’s shame.” Xu Zuyi summed up: “None of the various unit commanders under this army clarified their own responsibilities during the fighting, acting in a mechanical fashion, simply obeying orders from above, and thus repeatedly missing opportunities in battle.” These words all made good sense — but, including the speakers themselves, all lacked an overall perspective in their operational guidance.

On March 13, the main strength of Itagaki’s division, more than 5,000 men, advanced against Pang’s forces at Yucun near Linyi. Pang’s and Zhang’s armies, in a counterattack, occupied Yanggongzhuang. On the 15th, Itagaki’s Japanese division reinforced with 2,000 additional troops from Ju County, and, under cover of aircraft and heavy artillery, coordinated with tanks and armored vehicles in an assault on our army’s positions at Chaye Mountain. Pang’s and Zhang’s forces fought fiercely against the enemy, and the positions at Yatou and Liujiahu below Chaye Mountain were lost and retaken three or four times. In the Battle of Linyi, Pang’s and Zhang’s forces severed the left arm of the Japanese army on the northern section of the Tianjin-Pukou line, smashing the Japanese plan to converge on Taierzhuang, and creating the opportunity that led, in the Battle of Taierzhuang, to our forces surrounding and annihilating Isogai’s division, which had penetrated deep and isolated into Taierzhuang.

Tengxian front: On March 15, the Sakamoto Brigade advanced into the Tengxian area; at dawn on the 16th, the Japanese 10th Regiment launched a general assault on Tengxian, engaging in battle with the 122nd and 124th Divisions of the 41st Army. On the 17th, the Japanese army, with more than ten aircraft and more than 30 large-caliber guns, bombarded Tengxian fiercely. Wang Mingzhang, division commander of the defending 122nd Division, personally directed the defense, commanding more than 3,000 remaining city garrison and police troops in hand-to-hand combat with the Japanese, who repeatedly scaled the city walls, and were repeatedly repelled after suffering hundreds of casualties. At 1500 hours, Division Commander Wang Mingzhang telegraphed Army Commander Sun Zhen: “I am resolved to fight to the death, in order to repay the nation,” expressing his determination to live or die together with the city. The officers and men of this division showed extraordinary courage, with those in front falling and those behind pressing on, advancing but never retreating. The fierce fighting continued until 1700 hours, when the Japanese army broke into the western part of the city. Division Commander Wang Mingzhang, Chief of Staff Zhao Weibin, and Regiment Commander Wang Lin were all killed in action; County Magistrate Zhou Tong also died at his post defending the city, and more than 300 severely wounded men inside the city blew themselves up with hand grenades rather than surrender. That night, Tengxian fell to the Japanese. At the same time, the Japanese Sakamoto Brigade’s 63rd Regiment also captured Lincheng. On the 20th, the Sakamoto Brigade captured Fengxian and advanced toward the Taierzhuang position along the Tai-Zao branch line.

Taierzhuang front: In order to firmly hold Taierzhuang, the 5th War Zone drew up a corresponding operational plan: Sun Lianzhong’s 2nd Army Group’s three divisions (Huang Qiaosong’s 27th Division, Zhang Jinzhao’s 30th Division, and Chi Fengcheng’s 31st Division) would defend the position along the Grand Canal, holding the main position at Taierzhuang; while Tang Enbo’s 20th Army Corps’ two armies (Guan Linzheng’s 52nd Army and Wang Zhonglian’s 81st Army) would open a gap along the front of the Tianjin-Pukou line, luring the enemy deep — waiting until the main Japanese force drove directly for Taierzhuang in an attempt to seize Xuzhou in one stroke, at which point Tang’s Army Corps would move south, striking the enemy’s rear, and, in coordination with Sun Lianzhong’s Army Group, encircle and annihilate the enemy.

On March 23, the Battle of Taierzhuang began. As the Japanese Isogai Division advanced on Taierzhuang along the Taizao branch line from Zaozhuang, Chi Fengcheng, division commander of the 2nd Army Group, personally led Wang Guanwu’s 186th Regiment in holding Taierzhuang, while using Wang Yubin’s 185th Regiment to advance north and lure the enemy deep. From the 24th to the 28th, Sun’s Army Group waged a fierce seesaw battle with the Japanese army over the villages around the periphery of Taierzhuang. The enemy fired anywhere from 2,000 to 7,000 shells a day, attacking each village and stronghold in turn, at times even leveling entire villages with bombardment. On the 24th, the Japanese army swung around south of Nanluo to envelop from the east, and, under cover of aircraft and artillery, broke through the northeast corner of the Taierzhuang city wall; more than 200 troops poured in through the breach, but were entirely wiped out by the 186th Regiment of the 31st Division. That night, the Japanese army pressed forward to the north side of Taierzhuang, waiting for the opportunity to attack.

On the 27th, the Japanese army breached the north gate of Taierzhuang, and engaged in a seesaw battle within the city with the 31st Division. This division, under the command of division commander Chi Fengcheng, resisted tenaciously. At this time, Chiang Kai-shek, supervising the battle from Xuzhou, ordered that Taierzhuang and Xuzhou be defended to the death; if the position were lost, the theater commander and all officers of brigade rank and above would be court-martialed. Li Zongren, commander-in-chief of the 5th War Zone, on one hand ordered the 2nd Army Group to defend Taierzhuang to the death, and on the other hand ordered Tang Enbo’s 20th Army Corps, after assembling at Lanling, to attack toward the Fengxian-Zaozhuang line, striking the left flank of the Japanese forces at Taierzhuang from the side.

At this time, on the left flank of the Taierzhuang position, from March 24 to 27, Sun Tongxuan’s 3rd Army Group advanced in two columns from north to south. The northern column, with Sun Tongxuan’s own 12th Army as the main force, advanced from Wenshang toward Yanzhou, attacking Dawenkou. This caused the Japanese reinforcements to be blocked at Tai’an, unable to advance south. On the right flank of the Taierzhuang position, the Japanese Sakamoto Brigade launched a fierce assault in the Linyi and Sanguanmiao area. Zhang Zizhong’s 59th Army blocked the Sakamoto Brigade from reinforcing Taierzhuang and Zaozhuang. On the 29th, Miao Zhiliu’s 57th Army also reached the west bank of the Shuyi River, further consolidating the right flank of the Taierzhuang position.

At this time, Tang Enbo’s Army Corps, tasked with fighting on the northern defensive line in the center of Taierzhuang, had shifted toward the Guposhan area shortly after engaging the Japanese army in the Fengshan and Zaozhuang area. Li Zongren, commander-in-chief of the 5th War Zone, had repeatedly and urgently ordered him to move south to cooperate with Sun Lianzhong’s forces in catching the enemy in a pincer at the front of Taierzhuang, but Tang Enbo’s forces lingered and would not advance, until Li Zongren issued a stern warning that anyone disobeying orders would be dealt with under military law, at which point Tang’s Army Corps finally moved its entire force south. On March 27 and 28, Tang Enbo’s Army Corps attacked westward toward the Lintai branch line, driving straight into Nanluo and Beiluo, striking the enemy’s rear, greatly relieving the pressure on the exterior-line front at Taierzhuang.

On April 3, the Japanese Chai Shiba’s 10th Regiment attacked and captured Huangzhuang, Bianzhuang, Mengzhuang, and other places outside the south gate of Taierzhuang. The Fu Rong 63rd Regiment attacked the southeast gate of Taierzhuang, entering roughly 100 meters into the city, and at the same time threw tear gas. Seven-tenths of the Chinese defenders’ casualties occurred here; the Japanese army occupied most of the streets within Taierzhuang, with only the northwest corner still held firmly by the 31st Division. The Japanese army again brought up heavy artillery and tanks for a fierce assault. The Nationalist Party army within Taierzhuang organized dare-to-die squads of several hundred men, divided into groups to counterattack the enemy, fighting independently and with extraordinary courage. Some, wielding broadswords in hand, hacked at the enemy, recovering three-quarters of the streets occupied by the Japanese army, forcing the Japanese to fall back and hold only the northern gate. The Nationalist Party soldiers at Taierzhuang encouraged themselves with the slogan: “Aircraft are no match for heavy artillery, heavy artillery is no match for machine guns, machine guns are no match for hand grenades, and hand grenades are no match for our broadswords.” Even the Japanese soldiers, steeped in the spirit of bushido, could not help but be broken by the death-defying spirit displayed by the Nationalist Party’s officers and men. In a “Battle Evaluation Report” written on April 2 by the Japanese 10th Division’s infantry, it stated: “Upon investigation, the fighting spirit of the enemy’s 80th Brigade of the 27th Division since yesterday has been such that its ferocious will to fight to the death is worthy of the utmost confidence Chiang Kai-shek has placed in it. All the defending troops have relied on scattered bunkers to put up tenacious resistance to the very end. The sight of enemy corpses piled up, having fought to the death within narrow trenches, though they are the enemy, is enough to move one to sighs of admiration. When we ordered interpreters to call on them to surrender, not a single one responded. Mountains of corpses and rivers of blood are not the exclusive privilege of the Imperial Army. Failing to recognize this about others, and instead indulging in self-satisfaction for the sake of the Emperor’s cause, is something we should very much guard against.”

At dawn on the 6th, the sound of guns north of Taierzhuang gradually grew fainter, and Tang’s Army Corps had already appeared in the enemy’s rear. Unable to withdraw in time, the Japanese army fell into a heavy encirclement, and its position began to waver; Sakamoto, the Japanese brigade commander, ordered a withdrawal. At 2000 hours on the 6th, the Chinese army launched a general counterattack along the entire front. Tang’s Army Corps carried out the exterior-line encirclement, while Sun’s Army Group was responsible for the frontal mop-up. The Chinese army used heavy artillery to destroy the Japanese army’s ammunition depot, capturing the northwest and eastern gates; by around 2200 hours, the remaining enemy within the town had been entirely wiped out. At dawn on the 7th, the Chinese army broke out of Taierzhuang and pursued the enemy northward, annihilating the Japanese forces at Liujiahu and Sanlizhuang; the remnants of the Sakamoto Brigade fled in a rout toward the Fengxian-Zaozhuang area, and the Battle of Taierzhuang ended in victory.

In the Battle of Taierzhuang, the Chinese army’s opponent was the Japanese army’s elite crack division, and this battle opened the way for victory on the main battlefield, dealing the Japanese army its first painful defeat since the establishment of its modern army. The Nationalist Party army committed more than 20 divisions, roughly 120,000 men, of which 60,000 were at the Taierzhuang front; the Japanese army committed two divisions plus eight brigades, roughly 30,000 men, of which seven regiments were directed at Taierzhuang. The Chinese army defeated the Japanese army’s two elite divisions, the 5th and the 10th, and, at the cost of nearly 20,000 casualties of its own, achieved the result of killing or wounding more than 10,000 enemy troops, while the Japanese army lost more than 30 tanks, more than 70 artillery pieces, several hundred machine guns, and tens of thousands of rifles. This battle was another major victory following the great triumph at Pingxing Pass in the early period of the War of Resistance, and was also the greatest victory won on the Nationalist Party’s main battlefront since the start of the War of Resistance.

Stage Three: The Breakout from Xuzhou (April – May 1938)

After suffering a disastrous defeat at Taierzhuang, Japanese headquarters made major adjustments to its military plan for attacking Xuzhou. From mid-April onward, the Japanese army drew together roughly 200,000 additional troops from the Beiping-Tianjin, Shanxi-Suiyuan, Jiangsu, and Anhui battlefields, equipping them with various types of heavy weapons, and advanced on Xuzhou along six routes in a great encirclement, attempting to annihilate the Chinese army in the Xuzhou area in one stroke. In order to build on the results of the Battle of Taierzhuang and maintain the initiative, the Chinese military authorities likewise drew together large numbers of reinforcements from every battlefield, preparing to strike the enemy opportunistically with flexible and mobile tactics.

Itagaki’s division, having been defeated at Linyi, retreated to the vicinity of Fei County, where it moved its main strength west to join forces with the remnants of Isogai’s division, trapped in the Fengxian, Zaozhuang, and Lincheng area. On April 10, Isogai Rensuke, commander of the Japanese 10th Division, arrived at Zaozhuang from Yanzhou to direct operations; on the 15th he issued operational orders, and the Sakamoto and Nase brigades assembled near Guoli, with the Sakamoto Detachment advancing on Fengxian. On the 19th, the Sakamoto Detachment attacked Xiangcheng, while the Nase Detachment advanced into Lanling Town. The Sakamoto Detachment engaged Zhou Yu’s 75th Army’s 6th Division in fierce fighting east of Zhangshan. On the 21st, the Sakamoto Detachment advanced south from Xiangcheng, entering the area of Nigou, Chang Mountain, and Ai Mountain north of Xiao County, and Lianfangshan. In early May, Japanese forces along the southern section of the Tianjin-Pukou line began advancing north. On May 10, the enemy’s 9th Division advanced into Bansi along the south bank of the Bei Sui River. The 13th Division advanced north along the west bank of the Wo River, successively capturing Longyuan and Mengcheng. At dawn on the 9th, the Japanese army, with fierce artillery and air bombardment combined with an infantry assault supported by 10 tanks, broke into the city of Mengcheng from the south gate; Zhou Yuan, deputy division commander of the 173rd Division of the 48th Army, led his troops in valiant fighting, and all 2,000 officers and men perished in defense of the city. On May 7, the Japanese Sato Detachment advanced north from Yancheng and captured Funing. Because of this, Han Deqin, the theater army commander and concurrently commander-in-chief of the 24th Army Group, and Han Deqin’s own concurrently held 89th Army commander, received a severe rebuke from Chiang Kai-shek: “The enemy who slipped past Funing numbered fewer than 3,000, yet advanced a thousand li unopposed as if entering an unguarded land, and now there is even a threat that they will sweep east to the sea and cut off the Longhai Railway. That your army’s own forces outnumbered the enemy fivefold, and yet lost your position and abandoned your troops, endangering the security of the main force’s flank and rear — how can you possibly explain this?” After this, Japanese forces including elements of the 3rd, 101st, and 116th Divisions were active in the Funing and Huaiyin area, and by the 13th Yongcheng and Hefei had fallen. The roughly three Japanese divisions at Bengbu, after breaking through Suxian, likewise closed in on Xuzhou from the west side of the Tianjin-Pukou line; at this point the Tianjin-Pukou Railway defensive line south of Xuzhou had been completely breached. The Huangkou railway station on the Longhai line, west of Xuzhou, was also cut off by Japanese forces advancing from the north.

At this time, the Japanese forces on the northern section of the Tianjin-Qing Railway were also gradually closing in on Xuzhou. On May 7, the Japanese 2nd Army Corps issued its operational order: the 16th Division set out from Jining, swiftly advancing into Dangshan and Tangzhai; the 10th Division shifted toward Lincheng; the 5th Division prepared to advance toward the eastern side of Xuzhou. In mid-May, after the Japanese army forced a crossing of the Yellow River, it entered the western Shandong area. Juancheng, Heze, Jinxiang, and Yutai and other strongpoints fell one after another. Sun Tongxuan, Pang Bingxun, Shang Zhen, and other commanders, having no defensible ground to hold on the vast plain of western Shandong, fought and retreated as they went, forming a Japanese posture of pressing on Xuzhou from the northwest. Another branch of the Japanese force landed by sea at Lianyungang, occupying Haizhou and Juancheng, in coordination with the Japanese forces already advanced into Taierzhuang and Fengxian, closing in on Xuzhou from the northeast. At this point, the Japanese intention to encircle Xuzhou from all four sides had become entirely clear.

In order to preserve its effective strength and avoid being annihilated in one stroke by a superior enemy, the Chinese military authorities decided to abandon Xuzhou at once and break out. The specific deployment for the breakout was: apart from the 24th Army Group and the naval landing force, which would hold on in southern and central Shandong, the 5th War Zone’s main force would begin shifting westward on May 15, with Liu Ruming’s 68th Army serving as the covering force while the rest of the forces broke out along five routes. After Liu Ruming’s 68th Army had completed covering the withdrawal of all units, it abandoned Xuzhou on the 19th. At this point, the Battle of Xuzhou came to an end.




III. Evaluation

The Battle of Xuzhou involved large numbers of troops on both sides, a vast operational space, rapidly changing battlefield developments, and a great impact on the war as a whole; the entire campaign displayed the typical characteristics of asymmetric warfare.


(1) Reliance on Numerical Superiority Alone Made It Difficult to Achieve Victory at the Campaign Level

At the start of the Battle of Xuzhou, the Japanese army’s attacking force numbered 80,000, while the Nationalist Party army’s strength was 160,000 — a ratio of 1:2 between attacker and defender. By the later stage of the campaign, the Japanese attacking force had grown to 240,000, while the Nationalist Party army’s strength was more than 600,000 — a ratio of 1:2.5 between attacker and defender. We cannot fail to notice that the Japanese army was able to organize an effective offensive with relatively few troops. Sun Tzu’s Art of War once said: “Thus the rule for employing troops is: if ten times the enemy’s strength, surround him; if five times, attack him; if double, divide him.” Clausewitz likewise pointed out that the ratio of strength between attacker and defender should be at least 3:1. Yet the Japanese army was able to organize offensives even while at an absolute numerical disadvantage — which, from another angle, also shows just how strong its combat capability was. From 1868 to 1873, Japan carried out a series of bourgeois reforms known as the “Meiji Restoration,” one important policy of which was “enrich the country, strengthen the military,” its main measures being the reform of the old feudal military system and the establishment of a standing army. Some radical senior Japanese military leaders, through a series of military reforms, drove the transformation of their army, and Japan achieved in less than half a century a process of militarization that had taken the major Western capitalist powers 200 years to accomplish; by the 1930s, Japan had already forged a relatively highly mechanized army. Because the quality of the Japanese army’s development was markedly higher than that of the Nationalist Party army, it was able to organize effective offensives even without a numerical advantage. After its defeat at Taierzhuang, the Japanese headquarters responded with extremely swift adjustment, immediately readjusting its operational deployment to encircle Xuzhou from all four sides, forming a strategic deployment intended to annihilate China’s 600,000-strong army entirely. The Japanese operational forces also completed the operational intentions assigned to them by their superiors within a very short time. Their more than 200,000 troops moved swiftly, and within less than ten days completed a strategic encirclement of Xuzhou from four directions, reflecting the Japanese command organs’ strong capacity to respond to changes in the battlefield situation, and the very high assault capability and mobility of their forces. The gap in quality between the Chinese and Japanese armies can be clearly seen from a comparison of weapons and equipment at the division level between the two sides.

Objectively speaking, the Nationalist Party army and the Japanese army were at different stages of development. The Japanese army, having undergone a series of transformations in organizational structure, weapons and equipment, and operational concepts, had by this time already achieved a mode of operation that combined infantry-artillery coordination, air force support, and motorized and even mechanized coordinated mobility, when conducting offensive operations at the divisional level. The Nationalist Party army, by contrast, remained at a level that was still only motorized or even semi-motorized. The weapons and equipment strength of a single Japanese division, at the start of the war, was equivalent to three times that of a single Chinese division; by the middle and later stages of the war, it had become equivalent to eight or nine times that of a Chinese division. Nationalist Party troops marching from the interior of the western provinces to the front had never even seen a tank. When they reached the battlefield, it was like sheep entering a tiger’s den — some had not even glimpsed the enemy before facing death on the battlefield. The gap between the Chinese and Japanese armies amounted to half a “generation gap,” or even a full one, which meant that the Japanese army could use a smaller force to deal with the Nationalist Party’s numerically vast forces. Nationalist Party forces suffered enormous losses in the Battle of Xuzhou. Postwar statistics show that the ratio of Nationalist Party to Japanese casualties was 5:1. Just among the 25,000 young officers who graduated from the Central Military Academy between 1929 and 1933, 10,000 were sacrificed within the first four months after the outbreak of full-scale war — a death rate as high as 40 percent.

Comparative Table of Chinese and Japanese Infantry Division Manpower and Equipment










	Category
	Japan
	China
	Notes





	Personnel
	21,945
	10,923
	(1) The table reflects the Nationalist Party’s reorganized divisions from October 1937 onward; the remaining divisions had only about 50 percent of this strength



	Horses
	5,849
	0
	(2) The Nationalist Party’s artillery suffered severe shortages of shells and observation equipment, and its transport and supply capacity was very weak



	Rifles and carbines
	9,476
	3,821
	



	Grenade dischargers
	576
	243
	



	Light machine guns
	541
	274
	



	Heavy machine guns
	104
	54
	



	Mountain/field/howitzer guns
	64
	16
	



	Regimental/battalion guns
	44
	30
	



	Tanks
	24
	0
	



	Vehicles
	262
	0
	



	Motor trucks
	266
	0
	



	Horse-drawn carts
	555
	0
	





The Nationalist Party army suffered heavy losses in the Battle of Xuzhou.



(2) The Absence of an Overall Strategic Perspective Brought About “Internal Attrition” and Pointless Sacrifice

The mid-to-senior commanders of the Nationalist Party army lacked a strategic consciousness and the ability to comprehensively plan the overall operational picture — this was an important reason for the defeat in the later stage of the Battle of Xuzhou. After the Battle of Taierzhuang, the senior generals of the Nationalist Party army resolved, in the later stage of the Battle of Xuzhou, to fight a decisive battle to the death at Xuzhou and destroy the main strength of the Japanese army. But in making this resolve, they failed to take comprehensive account of factors such as the gap in equipment between the Chinese and Japanese armies, the relative balance of strength, and the overall war situation. Although they did manage, within a very short time, to concentrate 600,000 troops, their operational intention was fixed on the local area centered on Xuzhou, while the Japanese army exploited the high mobility of its forces to use 240,000 men, across a much larger operational space, to form a strategic encirclement of the Nationalist Party’s 600,000-strong army. Once the Japanese campaign deployment was complete, the Nationalist Party army had no choice but to retreat, or else it would have been entirely annihilated in the Xuzhou area. On the whole, in the Battle of Xuzhou, the Japanese commanders’ overall strategic awareness was markedly higher than that of the Nationalist Party army’s commanders. A representative case is Han Fuju, deputy commander-in-chief of the 5th War Zone. In directing his forces against the Japanese army, he retreated without a fight, causing more than half of Shandong’s territory to fall quickly into enemy hands. In January 1938, he was executed by firing squad on Chiang Kai-shek’s orders. Han Fuju was not a coward who feared battle; the main reason he was able to rise through the ranks under Feng Yuxiang was precisely his boldness in battle, but in fighting against Japan his outlook was confined to a single corner of Shandong province, concerned only with the gains and losses of the Shandong provincial forces, retreating again and again until he had given up the whole of Shandong. In the eyes of this deputy commander-in-chief, Han Fuju, there existed only Han Fuju’s own army, not the Chinese army; only Shandong, not China. Lacking any overall perspective, he ultimately lost his own life for the same reason, having no overall vision to speak of. Tang Enbo, in the Battle of Taierzhuang, likewise often forgot that he himself was merely one part of the overall picture. He habitually took the 20th Army Corps as his starting point and focal point for considering the battle situation, and as a result repeatedly caused the loss of the best opportunities to annihilate the enemy.



(3) The Exemplary Leadership of Commanders Was a “Catalyst” for the Fighting Spirit of the Troops

In the Battle of Xuzhou, the Nationalist Party army paid great attention, both before and during the fighting, to fostering the fighting spirit of officers and men, and a number of models of combat and national heroes emerged among the mid-to-senior commanders. The morale of the Chinese army was extremely high and its fighting spirit exceptionally strong; from the theater commander-in-chief down to the ordinary soldier, all held to the resolve that where there was the enemy, there was no self, fighting a bloody struggle and viewing death as a return home. In the words of Zhang Zizhong: we are fighting a war against aggression; we have been bullied by Japan to the point where we could no longer live, so if we wanted to live, we had to fight them to the death! Li Zongren, in his “An Assessment of Our Strengths and Weaknesses in the Eight-Year War of Resistance,” pointed out: “We were fighting as a grieving army, defending our homes and our country, engaged in a life-and-death struggle with a powerful invader. Therefore, in the early period of the War of Resistance, the tragic and solemn intensity of morale was unprecedented in history. As the saying goes, ‘when one man is resolved to fight to the death, ten thousand cannot withstand him’ — how much more so when our whole nation had risen up together to fight the enemy to the death.” At the same time, the National Government likewise placed great emphasis on maintaining the fighting spirit of its officers and men taking part in the war; on the one hand, it greatly encouraged the troops’ fighting spirit through strict enforcement of battlefield military discipline. On January 21, 1938, the National Government’s Military Affairs Commission issued an important announcement to the entire nation, commending anti-Japanese heroes of unyielding integrity such as Tong Linge, Zhao Dengyu, and Hao Mengling, while at the same time publicizing to all the disciplinary handling of more than 40 derelict senior officers. Among these, those sentenced to death included Li Fuying, army commander who had abandoned Yanmen Pass, and Brigade Commander Gao Rushen and eight others; Xiang Hanping, deputy commander-in-chief of the 19th Army Group, and division commander Deng Longguang, received one major demerit each; Liu Heding, commander of the 39th Army, together with division commanders Li Songshan, Zhou Zuhuang, Xu Qiming, Pan Wenhua, and Yang Guozhen, and ten others of brigade rank and below, were dismissed from their posts and given the opportunity to redeem themselves through meritorious service; division commanders Luo Lin, Wu Jianxiong, Song Xilian, and Chen Wanren, and ten others, were dismissed from their posts and investigated. In addition, eight brigade commanders and below received the punishment of dismissal, two received the punishment of permanent disqualification from future appointment, and one was sentenced to ten years’ imprisonment — a total of 42 men punished. On January 24, Han Fuju, chairman of the Shandong provincial government and deputy commander-in-chief of the 5th War Zone, was found guilty and executed by firing squad for having fled without fighting. This large-scale rectification of military discipline dealt a powerful shock to the entire army, especially to its senior and mid-level officers, greatly strengthening the Nationalist Party army’s fighting spirit, and many commanders warned one another before battle: “Better to die on the battlefield than die by military law.” On the other hand, a number of senior and mid-level commanders led by exemplary personal example, greatly elevating the fighting spirit of their troops. The formation of fighting spirit depended, to a great extent, on the exemplary leadership of senior and mid-level commanders, who set a model for the rank-and-file officers and men to follow. Zhang Zizhong, commander of the Nationalist Party’s 59th Army, had, after the Lugou Bridge Incident, been the subject of widespread public misunderstanding and criticism, with almost no one believing he could still take part in the War of Resistance. Yet unexpectedly, when the crisis came, he took up arms and set out to the front, setting aside past grievances to join forces with Pang Bingxun in defeating the enemy, driving the Japanese Itagaki forces back several li. In the final stage of the Battle of Taierzhuang, the 2nd Army Group had already lost more than half its strength, yet Sun Lianzhong, still keeping the overall picture in mind, told Li Zongren that he would defend Taierzhuang to the death, until the entire Army Group was wiped out to the last man. Wang Mingzhang, division commander of the 122nd Division, in the face of the enemy’s frenzied assault, fought on without retreat, defending Tengxian to the death and ultimately giving his life for his country. The exemplary leadership of these senior generals inspired tens of thousands of subordinate officers and men, staging one heroic, world-shaking feat after another on the battlefield of national liberation. In the course of the campaign, the courageous and tenacious conduct of the Nationalist Party army indeed offers much worth commending. According to statistics, the casualties of the 2nd Army Group and the 59th Army each exceeded ten thousand, and the casualties of the 22nd Army Group exceeded 8,000. Among these, cases of entire platoons, entire companies, entire battalions, and even entire regiments dying in battle were far from rare. Many of them did not even leave their names behind.



(4) Whether Campaign Coordination Was Close or Not Directly Affected the Outcome of Operations

In the Battle of Taierzhuang, the senior commanders’ lack of an overall perspective and the lack of close coordination between units affected the greater results that should otherwise have been achieved. Through analyzing this battle case, we find that in the Battle of Xuzhou, in the offensive-defensive posture of the 5th War Zone, the key to success or failure lay in whether the 2nd Army Group could hold its ground and effectively resist the enemy’s assault, and whether the 20th Army Corps could, in mobile warfare, deliver a timely and powerful attack against the enemy’s flank and rear. Although, in the fighting, the 2nd Army Group, under extremely difficult conditions, courageously and tenaciously accomplished the mission assigned by its superiors, the 20th Army Corps failed to carry out its flanking attack according to the specified schedule. Despite the promise that “the moment Taierzhuang comes under attack, support will be provided immediately,” Sun Lianzhong repeatedly sent urgent telegrams requesting reinforcement, but Tang Enbo took no action. According to the “Detailed Battle Report” compiled after the war, Tang’s reasoning was: “Since this army has already been positioned to threaten the flank and rear of the enemy attacking [Taierzhuang], it naturally has the freedom to choose its own timing and location, so as to judge the movement of the enemy’s main force and deliver it a thorough blow.” Seeing that Tang Enbo continued to hold his forces back and refused to move, Li Zongren, on the night of March 28, had no choice but to telegraph an order to Tang Enbo to abandon the plan to attack Fengxian and Zaozhuang, and instead swiftly move south to annihilate the enemy at Taierzhuang. But Tang Enbo lacked any concept of close coordination, and his actions were sluggish. In the end it was only after Bai Chongxi specially requested that Chiang Kai-shek personally issue the order that Tang Enbo readjusted his deployment and began preparing to attack Taierzhuang. On March 29, his two armies completed their assembly near Qingshan. On the afternoon of March 31, after consulting with Guan Linzheng, commander of the 85th Army, upon that army’s arrival northeast of Taierzhuang, and with Guan Linzheng, commander of the 52nd Army, Tang Enbo decided that the 85th Army would launch an assault against the enemy at Taierzhuang on April 1, on the left flank of the 52nd Army. By then, although Sun Lianzhong’s various divisions had held their positions through hard fighting, the best opportunity for battle had already been lost, and the Sakamoto Detachment had already advanced from Lincheng to Xiangcheng. Tang Enbo believed that “between Taierzhuang and Xiangcheng, there is no dangerous terrain to contest for time”; in order to avoid becoming “cannon fodder” under Japanese artillery fire, and to “preserve freedom of action and maintain the initiative,” he again “took decisive measures,” shifting the entire Army Corps “uniformly from an interior-line to an exterior-line posture,” allowing the Sakamoto Detachment to join forces with the Nase Detachment in the area east of Taierzhuang. After this, the various divisions of the 20th Army Corps paid an extremely heavy price in mounting a courageous and tenacious attack against the Japanese army, but the joining of Japanese forces made the operation still more difficult, and the results achieved were correspondingly limited. The enemy’s strength had doubled, so that the Nationalist Party forces were able only to rout the enemy, not to encircle and annihilate him. Once the enemy, following his own plan of withdrawal, fell back to the Fengxian and Zaozhuang area, both relying on his main force and occupying favorable terrain, entrenching himself in a defensive posture — the difficulty for the Chinese army in attempting to encircle and annihilate him had already grown considerably. That the senior commanders of the Nationalist Party army were unable to coordinate closely with one another must be considered a rather significant contributing factor.







Chapter 57: The Defense of Wuhan

(June 7 – October 27, 1938)

From June 7 to October 27, 1938, the Chinese army fought to defend Wuhan, resisting the invading Japanese army in the provinces of Anhui, Jiangxi, Henan, and Hubei — also known as the Battle of Wuhan. This operation involved hundreds of engagements large and small, lasting more than four months. The Defense of Wuhan was personally commanded by Chiang Kai-shek, and was jointly carried out by the 9th War Zone (commander-in-chief Chen Cheng) and the 5th War Zone (commander-in-chief Li Zongren, with Bai Chongxi acting in his stead). The Japanese army committed close to 12 divisions, replenished its forces six times, and suffered more than 100,000 casualties; the Nationalist Party army committed nearly a million troops and suffered more than 500,000 casualties. This operation had the longest front and the broadest operational area of any campaign on the main battlefront since the start of the War of Resistance, and was also the largest in scale and the longest in duration. The Defense of Wuhan ultimately ended with the defeat of the Chinese army, but the Nationalist Party army wore down a huge portion of the Japanese army’s effective strength and won time. Although the ferociously advancing Japanese army did occupy Wuhan, its goal of a swift victory that would force China into submission was not achieved. The great significance of this campaign lies in the fact that it marked the point at which the Japanese army’s strategic offensive reached its peak, and the war entered a more arduous stage of strategic stalemate for Chinese soldiers and civilians in the War of Resistance.




I. Operational Background and the Intentions of Both Sides

Wuhan lies in the midst of the Jianghan Plain, at the junction of the Yangtze and Han rivers, controlling the connecting point of the Beiping-Hankou and Guangzhou-Hankou railways, and serving as the hub of our country’s water and land transport. After the fall of Nanjing, Wuhan became the provisional capital of the National Government, and at that time was the political, economic, and military center of the entire country, making it the primary strategic objective the Japanese army sought to seize.

After the Japanese army captured Xuzhou on May 19, 1938, the National Government, on June 12, blew up the Yellow River dikes at Huayuankou northeast of Zhengzhou, creating a vast flooded area that blocked the Japanese army’s rapid advance. But in order to force the National Government to surrender, the Japanese army nonetheless decided to press its advantage and pursue, intending to seize Zhengzhou in one stroke and then attack Wuhan.

Japanese operational intentions and force deployment: At the start of 1938, the Japanese army had planned to carry out the Battle of Wuhan in the first half of 1939, but, in the course of the Battle of Xuzhou, decided instead to exploit the favorable situation created by that campaign to seize Wuhan in one stroke. Its plan was: with the main force advancing west along the Huai River valley south of the Longhai line, cutting the Beiping-Hankou line, and then turning south; with part of the force advancing along the Yangtze River, cooperating in the seizure of Wuhan. In addition, part of the North China Area Army would advance on Zhengzhou, pinning down the Nationalist Party army. Later, because the advance was hindered by the breach of the Yellow River dikes, the plan was revised, deciding instead to advance in two columns, along both banks of the Yangtze and along the northern foot of the Dabie Mountains, converging on Wuhan from north and south. Because the Nationalist Party army had concentrated its strength in the Dabie Mountain area and along both banks of the Yangtze, and the terrain conditions were unfavorable for the offense, the Japanese army therefore adopted an operational policy giving priority to the capture of the Wuhan area, with the destruction of the Nationalist Party army as a secondary objective. This plan also stipulated that the Battle of Wuhan should conclude by the end of August.

The Japanese forces attacking Wuhan were the 2nd and 11th Army Corps, subordinate to the Central China Expeditionary Army, comprising a total of nine divisions, three brigades, and artillery units, together with elements of the naval landing force, with 300 aircraft and 120 vessels of various types, roughly 250,000 men. The 2nd and 11th Army Corps were formally organized about a month after the start of the campaign, under the command of General Hata Shunroku, commander-in-chief of the Central China Expeditionary Army.

Outline of the Japanese Order of Battle









	Central China Expeditionary Army
	Commander-in-Chief
	General Hata Shunroku



	
	2nd Army Corps
	Commanding officer: Higashikuni



	
	11th Army Corps
	Commanding officer: Lieutenant General Okamura Yasuji



	2nd Army Corps
	3rd Division
	Commanding officer: Lieutenant General Fujita Susumu



	
	10th Division
	Commanding officer: Lieutenant General Shinozuka Yoshio



	
	13th Division
	Commanding officer: Lieutenant General Ogisu Ryuhei



	
	16th Division
	Commanding officer: Lieutenant General Fujie Keisuke



	11th Army Corps
	9th Division
	Commanding officer: Lieutenant General Yoshizumi Ryosuke



	
	27th Division
	Commanding officer: Lieutenant General Homma Masaharu



	
	101st Division
	Commanding officer: Lieutenant General Ito Masaki



	
	106th Division
	Commanding officer: Lieutenant General Matsuura Junroku



	Directly subordinate units
	6th Division
	Commanding officer: Lieutenant General Inaba Shiro



	
	116th Division
	Commanding officer: Lieutenant General Shimizu Kishige



	
	18th Division
	Commanding officer: Lieutenant General Ushijima Sadao



	Notes
	Japanese strength totaled more than 250,000 men; the Air Corps and 3rd Fleet together had more than 300 operational aircraft and more than 120 vessels of various types
	





The 2nd Army Corps was under the command of Higashikuni, comprising the 3rd, 10th, 13th, and 16th Divisions and the 4th Cavalry Brigade. This army corps assembled in the Hefei and Zhengyangguan area, with the mission of advancing west along the northern foot of the Dabie Mountains, enveloping Wuhan from the north. The 11th Army Corps was under the command of Okamura Yasuji, comprising the 9th, 27th, 101st, and 106th Divisions, the Taiwan Brigade (the Namita Detachment), and part of the naval landing force. This army corps assembled in the Wuhu and Nanjing area, with the mission of advancing along both banks of the Yangtze River, converging on Wuhan from the south.

The Nationalist Party army’s operational intentions and force deployment: In mid-June 1938, the Nationalist Party army drew up its operational plan for the Battle of Wuhan. Its main content was: to use part of the force to occupy Shangcheng, Lu’an, Shucheng, Tongcheng, Anqing, and other places, resisting the Japanese army along the way and wearing down its strength; to use part of the force to occupy Matou, Dongliu, and other key points along the river, blocking the Japanese army’s advance upstream; with the main force concentrated around the periphery of Wuhan, using the natural barriers of Poyang Lake, the Dabie Mountains, and the hills and lakes on both banks of the Yangtze to conduct a protracted defensive campaign against the Japanese; while forces in northern Hubei and northern Jiangsu would strike the Japanese flanks, in coordination with the defense of Wuhan.

The forces taking part in the Battle of Wuhan were units belonging to the 5th and 9th War Zones, together with parts of the navy and air force, totaling roughly 130 divisions, with Chiang Kai-shek personally serving as commander-in-chief. The deployment and missions were as follows: The 9th War Zone (in the early stage of the campaign, the Wuhan Garrison Command) was under Chen Cheng, comprising the 1st and 2nd Army Groups, the Wuhan Garrison Force, and the River Defense Garrison Force. The 1st Army Group, under Xue Yue, was deployed in the Jiujiang and Deyang area, blocking the Japanese westward advance; the 2nd Army Group, under Zhang Fakui, was concentrated in the Matou Town, Echeng, Wuchang, and Xianning area west of Jiujiang, tasked with blocking and mobile operations; the River Defense Army was deployed at the key points of Matang and Pengze, blocking the Japanese advance upstream. The 5th War Zone was under Li Zongren, comprising the 3rd and 4th Army Groups and the 21st, 26th, and 27th Army Groups. The 21st, 26th, and 27th Army Groups were deployed along the line of Zhengyangguan, Lu’an, Shucheng, and Tongcheng, tasked with the blocking action at the northern foot of the Dabie Mountains; the 3rd Army Group, under Sun Lianzhong, had its main strength concentrated in Shangcheng, Macheng, Xinyang, and Huangchuan, tasked with defense and mobile operations at the northern foot of the Dabie Mountains; the 4th Army Group, under Li Pinxian, was deployed in the Huangmei, Guangji, and Huangpi area, tasked with defense and mobile operations on the north bank of the Yangtze.

The main strength of the air force concentrated at airfields in Wuhan, Nanchang, and elsewhere, to attack Japanese airfields and Japanese naval vessels in the Yangtze at Nanjing, Wuhu, Anqing, and other places. The navy concentrated at the strategic points of Matou Town, Tianjia Town, Hukou, and Getian along the river, laying mines at the appropriate time to block the Japanese warships from advancing upstream.

Outline of the Nationalist Party’s Order of Battle









	Theater Command Headquarters
	Commander-in-Chief
	Chiang Kai-shek



	
	9th War Zone (south bank of the Yangtze) Commander-in-Chief
	Chen Cheng



	
	5th War Zone (north bank of the Yangtze) Commander-in-Chief
	Li Zongren, Bai Chongxi (acting)



	9th War Zone
	1st Army Group — Commander-in-Chief
	Xue Yue



	
	20th Army Group (32nd and 18th Armies)
	Shang Zhen



	
	9th Army Group
	Wu Qiwei



	
	29th Army Corps (64th, 70th Armies)
	Li Hanhun



	
	37th Army Corps (25th Army)
	Wang Jingjiu



	
	Poyang Lake Garrison Command
	—



	
	Directly subordinate: 4th, 8th, 66th, 74th, 29th Armies
	—



	
	2nd Army Group — Commander-in-Chief
	Zhang Fakui



	
	3rd Army Group (72nd, 78th Armies)
	Wang Lingji



	
	30th Army Group (12th Army)
	Sun Tongxuan



	
	31st Army Group (13th, 98th Armies)
	Tang Enbo



	
	32nd Army Corps (52nd, 92nd Armies)
	Guan Linzheng



	
	11th Army Corps concurrently Commander of Tianbei Fortress
	Li Yannian



	
	Tiannan Fortress (54th Army)
	Huo Kuizhang



	
	Wuhan Garrison Force — South of the River Sector Commander (75th Army)
	Zhou Yan



	
	North of the River Sector Commander (6th, 16th Armies)
	Wan Yaohuang



	
	Wuhan Garrison Command (94th Army)
	Guo Chen



	
	37th Army
	—



	
	Hubei Province Air Defense Force
	—



	5th War Zone
	3rd Army Group — Commander-in-Chief
	Sun Lianzhong



	
	2nd Army Group (30th, 42nd Armies)
	Sun Lianzhong (concurrent)



	
	26th, 55th, 87th Armies
	—
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	5th War Zone
	4th Army Corps — Commander-in-Chief
	Li Pinxian



	
	29th Army Group (44th, 67th Armies)
	Wang Zanxu



	
	11th Army Group (84th, 48th Armies)
	Li Pinxian (concurrent)



	
	28th Army Corps (68th Army)
	Liu Ruming



	
	26th Army Group (10th Army)
	Xu Yuanquan



	
	21st Army Group (31st, 7th Armies)
	Liao Lei



	
	17th Army Group (1st Army)
	Hu Zongnan



	
	24th Army Group (57th, 89th Armies)
	Han Deqin



	
	27th Army Group (20th Army)
	Yang Sen



	
	19th Army Corps (77th Army)
	Feng Zhi’an



	
	27th Army Corps (59th Army)
	Zhang Zizhong



	
	51st, 71st, 45th Armies
	—



	Notes
	The forces taking part in the Defense of Wuhan, together with the navy and air force, totaled 14 army groups, 47 armies, more than 120 divisions, roughly 200 operational aircraft, more than 30 vessels, and total strength of nearly one million men
	








II. Course of the Battle

The Japanese assault on Wuhan proceeded along two directions. The first was the 11th Army Corps advancing west along the Yangtze River and both its banks toward Wuhan — this was the Japanese army’s main direction of attack. The second was the 2nd Army Corps advancing west from the Hefei area, invading along the northern foot of the Dabie Mountains, and then advancing south along the Beiping-Hankou railway area toward Wuhan.


(1) The Defensive Battle Along the Yangtze River and Its Banks

On June 1, 1938, the Japanese Central China Expeditionary Army ordered the 6th Division to advance south from the vicinity of Luzhou (Hefei) toward Anqing. The 6th Division’s Sakai Detachment, owing to rainy weather and damaged roads, advanced slowly. To strengthen the assault, the Japanese Central China Expeditionary Army ordered the Namita Detachment, stationed in Taiwan and adapted for operations in a subtropical climate, to serve as the vanguard force for the operation upriver, cooperating with the navy in advancing along the Yangtze toward Anqing. On the night of June 11, this detachment, escorted by more than 20 naval vessels, reached the waters near Anqing. At dawn the next day, the Namita Detachment made a surprise landing in heavy rain and attacked Anqing, swiftly occupying the airfield on the outskirts of the city. The defenders — one division of Yang Sen’s 27th Army Group together with security forces — offered no serious resistance, and Anqing fell that same day, the 12th. The Chinese 27th Army Group used part of its strength to continue blocking the Japanese advance at Xiguan and other points northwest of Anqing, while its main force shifted toward Lake Tai.

After the Japanese Central China Expeditionary Army captured Anqing, in order to conceal its main line of advance up the Yangtze, it directed its subordinate units to conduct deceptive propaganda reports, in an attempt to lure the Chinese army’s attention away from the Japanese advance upriver and toward the north bank of the Yangtze instead.

On June 13, the Japanese 6th Division’s Sakai Detachment occupied Tongcheng. On the 14th, learning that the Namita Detachment had already captured Anqing, it was ordered to change its direction of advance, moving toward Qianshan County, the forward position of the Chinese army’s Dabie Mountains defensive line. The Qianshan area was the rightmost strongpoint of the Dabie Mountains, the main position defending Wuhan, garrisoned by two divisions of the Sichuan Army. On the 18th, the Japanese Sakai Detachment occupied the city of Qianshan. Afterward, the Japanese 6th Division advanced west along the north bank of the Yangtze, through the narrow strip of land south of the Dabie Mountains, continuing its westward assault.

The units subordinate to the Chinese 26th and 27th Army Groups were of poor quality and equipment, their defensive front too broad, and their combat effectiveness weak, allowing the Japanese army to drive straight in unimpeded. Once the defenders lost Anqing, they went on to lose the key points of Qianshan and Shipai in succession, directly endangering the Matang defensive line — the first barrier on the Yangtze between Nanjing and Wuhan in the middle and lower reaches.

After the Japanese Namita Detachment occupied Anqing, with the cooperation of the Japanese Navy’s 3rd Fleet and the air force, it continued advancing west. On the night of the 23rd, more than a thousand troops of this detachment, taking advantage of a windstorm and a gap left by the Nationalist Party’s river defense forces rotating garrisons, advanced to the vicinity of Xiangkou, northeast of the Matang fortress.

On June 24, most of the commanding officers of the 16th Army and the Matang fortress command headquarters attended a graduation ceremony at the Army and Political Academy, and did not finish their banquet until the afternoon. This news was leaked to the Japanese army by a Chinese collaborator, and the Japanese accordingly decided to launch a surprise attack on Matang. The Japanese concentrated more than ten vessels of the 3rd Fleet to transport the Namita Detachment in an assault on Matang; at this time, Matang fortress had only its river defense garrison force to fight the Japanese army. On June 26, the Japanese Namita Detachment carried out a landing assault with naval and air fire support. Li Wenrui, commander-in-chief of the river defense forces, and Li Yunheng, commander of the 16th Army, ordered the 167th Division to reinforce the Matang fortress, but this division was delayed and failed to arrive in time. That same day, the Japanese army captured the fortress. The commander of the 16th Army personally led the 53rd and 167th Divisions in a counterattack on Matang. On June 28, units of the 16th Army rushed to Xiangshan and Xiangkou, attacking the Japanese forces at the Matang fortress from east and west. At this time, Bai Chongxi, who was inspecting the Tianjia Town fortress, upon learning that the Japanese army had already landed at the Matang fortress, immediately telephoned instructions to Xue Weiying, division commander of the 167th Division stationed at Pengze, to swiftly move his forces along the highway from Pengze to Matang to reinforce Xiangshan. Xue Weiying, at the time, did not follow Bai Chongxi’s order, instead taking a rugged mountain trail, thereby missing the opportunity for battle, and was consequently court-martialed and executed by firing squad.

After the Japanese army occupied the Matang fortress, on July 3 the Japanese army began landing at Hukou. The 26th Division, arriving to take over the defense from the 77th Division, had not yet completed the handover when it came into contact with the Japanese army; the 77th Division, under orders, was returning to relieve it but was pinned down by the Japanese army and unable to reinforce. The 26th Division found itself isolated; under the command of Division Commander Liu Yuqing, it nonetheless fought on with all its strength, enduring two days and nights of bitter fighting before its position was finally breached by the Japanese army. The remaining strength of this division, less than one-third of its original force, broke out southward that same night. On the night of July 4, Hukou fell, and Jiujiang lost its protective barrier.

After the fall of Hukou, the Japanese army concentrated its forces, using the Namita Detachment, the 106th Division, and roughly one brigade of naval landing troops, together with several hundred vessels of the 3rd Fleet, actively preparing to continue advancing toward Jiujiang. At noon on July 22, the Japanese Namita Detachment, together with part of a puppet army force, escorted by more than 20 warships and more than 100 motor launches, braving rain, secretly crossed Poyang Lake at night, and landed at Gutang at midnight on the 23rd. The Chinese defenders, the Reserve 11th Division, resisted with all their strength, sinking more than ten Japanese motor launches. After three hours of fierce fighting, the Japanese army succeeded in landing. On the 24th, the Japanese Namita Detachment joined forces with the 106th Division in a converging assault on Jiujiang, launching a general offensive the following morning. The 4th Army’s Ou Zhen forces, although they rushed to the scene, were unable to be deployed for fear of setting off unforeseen incidents that might disrupt the chain of command. That same night, the Japanese army fought its way into the city, and fierce street fighting broke out on both sides. On the evening of the 26th, the 2nd Army Group, judging the situation unfavorable and its casualties excessive, abandoned Jiujiang that night, and the Japanese army broke through the Chinese army’s main position.

On August 1, the 2nd Army Group’s commander-in-chief telegraphed the National Government Military Affairs Commission: “From today, responsibility for the southern front will be borne jointly by Commanders-in-Chief Xue (Yue) and Wu (Qiwei); Commander-in-Chief Zhang Fakui will proceed immediately to Hankou.”

In the area on the south bank of the Yangtze, the Japanese 11th Army Corps launched an offensive with a force of roughly four divisions — the 9th, 27th, 101st, and 106th. Chen Cheng, commander-in-chief of the Chinese 9th War Zone, judging that the Japanese army, having taken Jiujiang, would use forces of a division or more to attack Ruichang and Nanchang, considered that although more than 20 divisions had already been concentrated in the Ruichang and De’an area, the defensive strength there was thin, and that the Japanese might still carry out a landing operation. He therefore requested Chiang Kai-shek’s approval to concentrate superior forces to deal the Japanese a decisive blow. Chiang Kai-shek responded: “Decide to fight the enemy to a decisive battle in the De’an and Ruichang area.”

In early August, the Chinese 9th War Zone drew up an operational plan, deciding to deploy part of its strength along the key points and roads by the river, with the main strength concentrated in the area west of De’an and Ruichang and near Nanchang, striking the deeply penetrating Japanese forces from the flank. The 1st Army Group was tasked with the frontal defense of the Nanxun line (Jiujiang to Nanchang), shielding Nanchang and striking the westward-advancing Japanese forces from the flank. The 2nd Army Group was tasked with operations in the Ruichang area, defending Wuhan. In early August, the Japanese army began sweeping the waters of the Yangtze near Ruichang. On August 11, Japanese forces landed at river ports near Ruichang. On August 21, the Japanese 11th Army Corps ordered the Namita Detachment to attack the strategic point of Matou Town along the Yangtze, but met with effective resistance from the Chinese 31st Army Group, and its offensive faltered. The Japanese navy, advancing along the Yangtze to reinforce, was likewise driven back by artillery fire from the Matou Town fortress. At this time, the Japanese 11th Army Corps learned that the Chinese army had reinforced Ruichang, threatening the Namita Detachment’s flank and rear, and accordingly ordered the 9th Division to hasten its attack on Ruichang. On August 24, Ruichang fell. At dawn on August 31, the main strength of the Chinese 52nd Army, seizing the moment when the Japanese had not yet gained a firm footing, counterattacked toward Dazao Mountain west of Ruichang, inflicting heavy casualties on the enemy. On September 7, the Japanese Namita Detachment and part of the 9th Division, in cooperation with the naval landing force and supported by their combined naval and air fire, launched a fierce assault on the fortress, carrying out repeated night raids, and the fighting was intense.

The Chinese defenders inflicted heavy casualties on the Japanese army, but themselves suffered severe losses as well, and in the end the fortress position was destroyed. Matou Town fell after eight days and nights of fierce fighting. The Chinese defenders, the 31st Army Group, fell back to hold Fuchi Kou. The Chinese defenders made use of the natural barrier of Fuchi Kou, fighting a bloody battle with the Japanese for nearly ten days, repelling the Japanese assault repeatedly. The Japanese army, resorting to poison gas, captured Fuchi Kou on September 24.

In the area along the Nanxun Railway south of Jiujiang, from July to August, the Japanese attacking forces and the Chinese army fought fierce battles north and south of Lushan. On August 4, the Japanese 11th Army Corps’ 106th Division attacked the northern foot of Lushan; the Chinese army made use of favorable terrain, inflicting heavy losses on the Japanese army and checking their offensive momentum. By August 9, the Japanese 106th Division’s casualties among company and platoon commanders had reached half, with eight battalion- and company-level commanding officers killed or wounded, and it had almost entirely lost its capacity to attack. To reinforce the 106th Division, the Japanese 11th Army Corps ordered the 101st Division to advance on the Xingzi area southeast of Lushan, and then to press on toward De’an. On August 21, the Japanese 101st Division attacked Xingzi and advanced toward the southern foot of Lushan; the Chinese 25th Army and other units fought a seesaw battle with the Japanese army around Xingzi. The Japanese 101st Division was unable to take Xingzi despite prolonged attack, while the 106th Division no longer had the strength to launch an offensive. Under these circumstances, the Japanese 11th Army Corps committed the 27th Division to the fighting.

On September 21, the Japanese 106th Division, having failed to make headway in its frontal assault on De’an, used its subordinate 136th Brigade to attack Wanjialing to the south, attempting to envelop the left flank of the Chinese 1st Army Group’s De’an position. Xue Yue, commander-in-chief of the Chinese 1st Army Group, together with the then-attached 2nd Division of the 66th Army, 2nd Division of the 74th Army, and 2nd Division of the 4th Army, carried out a converging encirclement of the advancing Japanese forces, launching a siege beginning in late September, and the fighting was ferocious. The Japanese 136th Brigade suffered heavy casualties, with severe losses in weapons and equipment. The 66th Army captured Shitou Ridge, while the 74th Army fiercely attacked Changling and Zhanggu Mountain, contesting the ground fiercely. On October 8, the Japanese 11th Army Corps discovered that the 106th Division was in a desperate situation, and in a panic dispatched aircraft to airdrop ammunition and provisions to rescue the division, while also sending the 27th Division to its relief. On October 9, Xue Yue ordered each division to select several hundred men for dare-to-die squads to launch a joint assault; that evening they captured Wanjialing, Leimingu, and other places. In this engagement, Xue Yue’s Army Group killed or wounded more than 3,000 enemy troops, and captured more than 30 prisoners, more than 50 light and heavy machine guns, more than 1,000 rifles, and more than 100 horses. This engagement became known as the Wanjialing Great Victory. Ye Ting, commander of the New Fourth Army, highly praised Xue Yue’s command at the Wanjialing Great Victory, saying that it “rescued the Jiangnan and Jianghan region from imminent peril, safeguarded the security of the Yangtze basin, and stands as a peer to Pingxing Pass and Taierzhuang — its great renown shall last forever.”

In order to change the course of the battle, the Japanese 11th Army Corps attached its newly reinforced mountain artillery regiment to the 106th Division, and ordered this division to advance toward the southwest of De’an. On October 27, De’an fell. Xue Yue’s forces fell back to Xiushui. On November 1, the Japanese 101st Division captured Yongxiu. At this point, the operations in the Lushan and De’an area came to a close.



(2) The Blocking Action at the Northern Foot of the Dabie Mountains North of Wuhan

On July 14, the Japanese Central China Expeditionary Army ordered the 2nd Army Corps to assemble at Hefei, Anhui, in preparation for advancing on Wuhan. From mid-July to late August, the 10th, 16th, 13th, and 3rd Divisions of the Japanese 2nd Army Corps successively completed their assembly in the Hefei area. On August 20, the Japanese 2nd Army Corps issued its operational order, deciding to advance in two columns, north and south: the northern column, the 10th Division, would advance along the line from Lu’an, Anhui to Guangzhou, Henan, toward Xinyang, with the 3rd Division following as reserve; the southern column, the 13th Division, would advance along the line from Huoshan, Anhui to Shangcheng, Henan, advancing toward the north of Wuhan; the 16th Division would follow the 13th Division as reserve, and would also be responsible for guarding the lines of communication. In late August, the Chinese 5th War Zone strengthened its defensive deployment at the northern foot of the Dabie Mountains, using the 3rd Army Corps to establish a defense from Lu’an and Huoshan west to the Shangcheng area, preparing to meet the Japanese assault. Its subordinate 51st Army was deployed in the Lu’an area, the 77th Army was deployed toward Huoshan, and the 71st Army was held in reserve near Shangcheng, ready to launch a flanking counterattack against the advancing Japanese forces.

On August 27, the Japanese Central China Expeditionary Army’s 2nd Army Corps launched its offensive. On the 28th, the Japanese 10th Division defeated the Chinese 51st Army, occupying Lu’an, and continued advancing toward Guangzhou, Henan. On the 29th, the Japanese 13th Division broke through the Chinese 77th Army’s position, captured Huoshan, and advanced toward Shangcheng, Henan Province. On September 2, the Japanese 13th Division captured Ye Jiaji, and that night forded the Shi River, advancing toward Fujin Mountain. The Chinese 71st Army (army commander Song Xilian) put up tenacious resistance to the Japanese assault at the high ground of Fujin Mountain, striking repeated counterattacks and inflicting heavy losses on the enemy, killing more than 1,000 of them, and reducing the average strength of each Japanese company by 40 men.

On September 7, the Japanese 2nd Army Corps ordered the 10th Division, then advancing on Gushi, to dispatch the Segaya Detachment to reinforce the 13th Division. The Segaya Detachment, advancing toward Fujin Mountain, met with resistance from the Chinese army near Fangjiaji and was unable to advance. The Japanese 2nd Army Corps also transferred the 16th Division to support the 13th Division, and reinforced the 13th Division with an independent machine-gun unit, an independent light armored vehicle unit, and artillery units, strengthening this division’s assault capability. On September 11, the Japanese army launched a massive offensive, and the Chinese 71st Army was forced to withdraw. On September 20, the Japanese 13th and 16th Divisions launched an assault toward Shawo and Xindian. The Chinese army made skillful use of the precipitous terrain of the Dabie Mountains to resist the Japanese army. The Japanese 13th and 16th Divisions, in the battle to break through the Dabie Mountains, fought for more than a month, suffering roughly 1,000 killed and 3,400 wounded before finally breaking through the Dabie Mountains defensive line; on October 25, they occupied Macheng, then advanced toward Wuhan along the line of Songbu, Huang’an (present-day Hong’an), and Hekou Town.

The northern-route Japanese 10th Division, advancing on Gushi, Huangchuan, Luoshan, and Xinyang, closed in on Huangchuan on September 12, meeting resistance from the Chinese 59th Army. From September 19 to 20, the Japanese army successively captured Huangchuan, Guangshan, Luoshan, and other places, closing in on Xinyang. At this point, the Chinese 5th War Zone reinforced its strength, waging fierce attack-and-defense fighting against the units of the Japanese 2nd Army Corps in the Xinyang and Dabie Mountains area. On September 28, the main strength of the Japanese 10th Division swung around to the south side of Luoshan, launching an attack against the right flank of the Chinese 17th Army Corps, causing the Chinese 17th Army Corps to come under attack from two sides and be forced to withdraw. On October 2, the Japanese 2nd Army Corps ordered the 3rd Division to set out from Guangshan, advancing northeast of Xinyang via the north side of Luoshan, in coordination with the 10th Division’s attack on Xinyang; on October 11 it advanced to the north side of Xinyang, cutting the Beiping-Hankou railway line of communication. On October 12, the Japanese army, under cover of superior artillery fire and tanks, captured Xinyang. The Chinese defenders resisted tenaciously, killing 2,610 Japanese troops. On October 16, the Japanese 10th Division moved south from Xinyang, advancing on Wuhan along the west side of the Beiping-Hankou line, successively breaking through Pingjingguan and Wushengguan. The Chinese defenders put up tenacious resistance to the Japanese assault in the Tongbai Mountains area. The Japanese 3rd and 10th Divisions, having occupied the Tongbai Mountains area on October 26, advanced toward Xiaogan and Yingcheng, cooperating with the 11th Army Corps’ assault on Wuhan.

On October 25, the Japanese Namita Detachment captured Yangxin, and after taking Daye, occupied Getian, preparing to attack Wuchang. The Japanese 9th Division captured Hesheng Bridge on October 27, cutting the Guangzhou-Hankou line. The Japanese 27th Division, setting out from Kuxi, occupied Xintanpu on October 18, then, in coordination with the 9th Division, advanced toward the Guangzhou-Hankou line, occupying Taolin Town on the 27th.

At this point, Wuhan had come under Japanese encirclement from the east, south, and north on three sides. In order to preserve its military strength for a protracted war of resistance, the National Government Military Affairs Commission, on October 24, ordered the abandonment of Wuhan, withdrawing the forces in the Wuhan area; the units on the south bank of the Yangtze withdrew to the Xiangbei and western Hubei areas, while the units on the north bank of the Yangtze withdrew to the northern and northwestern Hubei areas. That night, Chiang Kai-shek left Wuchang by air for Hengyang. The Japanese 6th Division occupied Hankou on the 26th, and the Namita Detachment occupied Wuchang on the same day. On the 27th, part of the Japanese 116th Division and part of the 6th Division occupied Hanyang. The Japanese army occupied all three towns of Wuhan, and the Defense of Wuhan came to an end.





III. Evaluation

The Defense of Wuhan was one of the high points of the eight-year War of Resistance, and also a high point of the joint Nationalist-Communist resistance against foreign aggression. In this campaign, although the Nationalist and Communist Parties represented different class interests, under the banner of the united front against Japan they united the people of the whole country and waged a relatively resolute war of resistance against Japan, each playing its proper role, thereby smashing the Japanese invaders’ arrogant ambition of a “swift war, swift resolution” to destroy China, and turning the war from the strategic defensive stage of the early War of Resistance into the stage of strategic stalemate. The Defense of Wuhan was one of the most influential large-scale operations conducted by the Nationalist Party army in modern Chinese history. An in-depth analysis of the lessons of experience from the Defense of Wuhan is of great benefit to the study of the Nationalist Party’s military history.


(1) The Japanese Army’s Meticulous Planning and Thorough Preparation Guaranteed Its Control of Battlefield Initiative

Before the battle, the Japanese army conducted a meticulous and detailed analysis of the situation in the Battle of Xuzhou, and made thorough preparations for the Battle of Wuhan, focusing on the deployment of Nationalist Party forces in the Wuhan area, and settling on the tactic of “two columns advancing together, converging in a four-sided assault,” which was well suited to the actual battlefield conditions, allowing the Japanese army to basically retain the initiative on the battlefield. The Japanese army advanced along two routes, from the Yangtze riverbank and from the northern foot of the Dabie Mountains, forcing the Nationalist Party army to fight on two fronts. In the Japanese advance along its northern and southern routes, the forces were further divided into separate columns, each coordinating with the others, advancing together. Once the Japanese army had captured Yangxin, Xintanpu, and Xinyang, they immediately pushed out along multiple routes, boldly circling around to form a posture of encirclement on all four sides of Wuhan, causing the Nationalist Party army’s defensive system to collapse rapidly. In the course of the campaign, the Japanese army placed great emphasis on reconnaissance and intelligence work, and was able to promptly identify the strengths and weaknesses in the Nationalist Party army’s defensive operations. Therefore, in terms of the strength committed by both sides, the Japanese army was at a disadvantage, yet the Japanese army was able to use a small force to pin down a large portion of the Nationalist Party army’s forces, while, in the main direction of attack, still being able to concentrate superior forces, and, with close coordination between naval, air, and ground forces, deliver a fierce assault, then, once it succeeded, swiftly shift its forces to another direction, defeating the enemy piece by piece.

When attacking, the Japanese army was usually able to accurately identify the Nationalist Party army’s weak points, and once it broke through at a weak point, would immediately expand to both sides, while also using units to thrust deep in a piercing maneuver, disrupting the opposing side’s defensive deployment, cutting off its retreat, and forcing it to withdraw. At the same time, Japanese commanders at every level directed operations with considerable boldness, their tactical thinking was fairly consistent, and they were able to actively and proactively support one another. The troops’ fighting spirit was also fairly tenacious; despite being blocked at every level by the Nationalist Party army, and despite the inconvenient transportation in the operational area making resupply difficult, they were still able to maintain their fighting capacity. In particular, the 13th and 16th Divisions, advancing at the northern foot of the Dabie Mountains, even under conditions of scarce food and ammunition, sickness, hunger and fatigue combined, and extremely heavy losses to their units — with the average strength of each company (or company-equivalent unit) down to only about 40 men — were still able to persist in continuous operations.



(2) Errors in Strategic Judgment Caused the Nationalist Party Army to Fall into Passivity, Unable to Counterattack Effectively

After the Battle of Xuzhou, the Nationalist Party army generally underestimated the strength of the Japanese army. As to whether the Japanese army would be able to attack Wuhan, most people believed “probably not” or “certainly not.” As a result, preparations for the Battle of Wuhan, both in thinking and in organization, were inadequate. Although the Nationalist Party army held a numerical advantage and also occupied favorable terrain, its operational guiding thought was passive, and it failed to correctly judge the Japanese army’s offensive intentions, mistakenly adopting a purely defensive posture that dispersed its forces to guard every possible point, thereby falling into a passive position. For example, the 9th War Zone’s defensive front ran from Nanyang (in western Henan) in the northwest to Zhangshu (due south of Nanchang, slightly to the west, 60 kilometers away) in the southeast, passing through Xinyang, Luoshan, Guangshan, Gushi, Lu’an, Shucheng, Tongcheng, Anqing, Fuliang, and Nanchang, crossing the four provinces of Henan, Hubei, Anhui, and Jiangxi, with a defensive front of more than 1,300 kilometers; and at the two ends of this line, at Nanyang and Nanchang, it stationed two heavy concentrations of troops. In terms of defensive depth, the area between the four points of Xinyang, Changsha, Nanchang, and Hefei stretched 1,000 kilometers in length and more than 800 kilometers in width. With such a broad defensive front and such a vast battlefield, there were simply too many places requiring defense, making it truly impossible to guard against everything. Because units at every level lacked sufficient reserve forces, when the Japanese army broke through a position, there was no capacity to counterattack, leading to a rout along the entire front.

Before the Defense of Wuhan, regarding the Japanese army’s offensive intentions, Ye Jianying, chief of staff of the Eighth Route Army, once pointed out: “The enemy’s attack on Wuhan is being carried out by concentrating the greatest strength of Japan’s land, sea, and air forces. Based on the most recent situation, it appears that the enemy is mostly using air power to cover the navy, and the navy to cover the army, seeking to advance along the river under close coordination of naval, air, and land forces, in an attempt to swiftly seize Wuhan and control the natural barrier of the Yangtze, cutting China in two at its waist. The enemy believes that if we lose our last great political, military, economic, and cultural center — Wuhan — we will fall into a state of general panic, our military and civilian morale will waver, and then, taking advantage of the convenience of Yangtze River transport, relying on already-consolidated strongholds along the Yangtze riverbank, they will freely redeploy large forces, maneuvering across the vast area north and south of the Yangtze, seeking a decisive battle against our forces, and clearing out our forces along the Beiping-Hankou and Guangzhou-Hankou lines — in this way realizing their plan to occupy the whole of China… The enemy’s intention of advancing along the river and taking Wuhan directly is closely tied to the enemy’s overall strategic policy of ‘swift war, swift resolution.’” Ye Jianying’s judgment very accurately dissected the Japanese strategic plan. In order to capture Wuhan, the Japanese army adopted the piercing-breakthrough spearhead tactic, breaking through the Nationalist Party army’s defensive line and driving straight for Wuhan through this gap. The Japanese army had no intention of encircling from Zhejiang, Jiangxi, or the Guangzhou-Hankou line, nor did it plan to strike Hankou directly or outflank western Hubei, still less did it intend to annihilate the main strength of the Nationalist Party army — its entire attention was focused on seizing the single objective of Wuhan. The Nationalist Party army’s defense of Wuhan, owing to errors in judgment, inappropriate deployment, and ineffective measures, found itself at a loss as to what to do, and, compounded by its high command’s fear of the enemy in every direction — worried about this, afraid of that — the result was that it dispersed its forces to guard every point, responded passively, and thereby forfeited the initiative in the war.



(3) The Wanjialing Great Victory Owed Its Success to Xue Yue’s Army Group’s Reliance on Terrain, Concentration of Superior Forces, and Encirclement-and-Annihilation Tactics

Looking back across the eight years of the War of Resistance, the invading Japanese army habitually employed spearhead-shaped assault tactics, selecting the weak points in the Chinese defenders’ positions, breaking through the gap, and developing the attack in depth to achieve its campaign objectives. The Japanese 106th Division chose the seam between two Chinese army groups on the southern flank of the Nanxun line, likewise employing spearhead-shaped assault tactics, in an attempt to break through the Chinese position, seize De’an, continue attacking Nanchang, take Changsha to the west, and encircle Wuhan from the north, forming a great encirclement of Wuhan. Xue Yue’s Army Group, in response to the Japanese army’s spearhead-shaped assault tactics, made use of the favorable terrain at Wanjialing, 25 kilometers southwest of De’an County in Jiangxi Province, skillfully setting up a pocket-shaped trap, secretly concentrating the main strength of a large formation on both sides of the road the Japanese army had to pass through, and, as the Japanese army was on the move, suddenly encircling it and launching a fierce and courageous assault, catching the Japanese army completely off guard, and swiftly resolving the battle. This dealt a heavy blow to the main strength of the Japanese 106th Division and to one regiment of the 101st Division, achieving the Wanjialing Great Victory.

Although Wanjialing is a small hill, it sits amid lofty, towering mountains, surrounded on all sides by mountains, with an area of undulating hills roughly 320 square kilometers in the middle — an ideal position for pocket-trap tactics. Xue Yue’s Army Group made use of this geographic advantage, deploying its forces in the mountain valleys on the east, south, and west sides of Wanjialing, leaving a gap on the north side to let the Japanese army enter the pocket. At the same time, to ensure the encirclement of the Japanese army could be achieved, Xue Yue did not hesitate to use a heavy concentration of forces — four army groups and eight divisions — to carry out a comprehensive, multi-layered encirclement of the Japanese 106th Division. He also paid attention to concentrating and maintaining his forces throughout the course of the campaign. When Chiang Kai-shek wanted to transfer away the 74th Army under Yu Jishi’s command during the battle, Chiang Kai-shek’s first telegram said: “The 74th Army has suffered heavy casualties in the Minshan area; order it withdrawn to the rear for reorganization and replenishment.” Xue Yue replied by telegram: “It cannot be withdrawn.” Chiang Kai-shek sent a second and third telegram, again demanding that the 74th Army be withdrawn to the rear for reorganization. Xue Yue replied by telegram: “Every unit on the Nanxun front line has, in terms of time in combat, served longer than the 74th Army, and in terms of casualties, has suffered more than the 74th Army. If the 74th Army needs to be withdrawn and reorganized, then the other armies need it even more urgently — and if that happens, the front line will be unable to continue fighting at all.” Xue Yue thus finally managed to keep the 74th Army committed to the fighting at Wanjialing. At around the same time, Chiang Kai-shek also wanted to withdraw the 64th Army; Xue Yue replied by telegram: “The Nanxun front line’s defensive strength is thin; the 64th Army cannot be withdrawn.” Had the 64th Army and the 74th Army been withdrawn, along with their strength, the pocket-trap encirclement at Wanjialing could not have succeeded. Throughout the entire campaign, Xue Yue remained steadfastly at his command post. He had his subordinates set up a folding camp bed nearby, and when he grew utterly exhausted he would doze off briefly on the bed. Whenever the fighting grew tense or difficulties arose, he would personally go to the front to direct operations. “As shells whistled overhead and bullets rained down,” his aides were all extremely nervous, yet he remained perfectly composed, “directing the battle calmly,” entirely disregarding any danger to himself. With the entire army’s officers and men disregarding life and death, and the Army Group also possessing an absolute numerical superiority, relying on favorable terrain to encircle and annihilate the enemy, the Japanese 106th Division was left completely isolated, unable to obtain outside reinforcement, and was ultimately surrounded and annihilated at Wanjialing.



(4) The Vigorous Anti-Japanese National Salvation Movement Actively Promoted by the Chinese Communist Party Provided Enormous Impetus for the Campaign

The Defense of Wuhan period was the best period of relations between the Chinese Communist Party and the Nationalist Party during the Second Nationalist-Communist Cooperation. Before the Battle of Xuzhou, the Chinese Communist Party had already clearly put forward the mission of defending Wuhan, and dispatched a group of leading cadres including Zhou Enlai, Dong Biwu, Ye Jianying, Bo Gu, and Deng Yingchao to work in Wuhan, in order to strengthen the united front and mobilize and organize the people of every social circle to resist Japan, cooperating with the Nationalist Party’s defense of Wuhan. During this period, the enthusiasm of the people of the Wuhan area for the anti-Japanese national salvation movement reached an unprecedented peak. Under the leadership and promotion of the Chinese Communist Party, large numbers of patriotic intellectuals and young students from all over the country converged on Wuhan, and together with the young people of Wuhan, successively organized dozens of anti-Japanese national salvation organizations, such as the Wuhan Youth National Salvation Corps, the Chinese National Liberation Vanguard, the preparatory committee of the All-China Federation of Trade Unions for Resistance against Japan, the Workers’ Anti-Japanese Self-Defense Corps, the Peasants’ Anti-Japanese Self-Defense Corps, and the Battlefield Service Corps. The Political Department of the National Government Military Affairs Commission (with Zhou Enlai serving as deputy director), through its Third Bureau (with Guo Moruo as director), made use of every possible form to unite large numbers of patriotic and progressive cultural figures, carrying out propaganda for the anti-Japanese national salvation cause. Activities in the Wuhan area such as the “July 7” anniversary donation drive, the making and writing of comfort bags and comfort letters, the campaign to collect a million cotton vests, and anti-Japanese national salvation singing activities, all received the enthusiastic support and response of the broad masses of the people. The Wuhan Medical Aid Fundraising Association held lectures, organized propaganda teams to go out to various streets, ferry docks, and railway stations to give speeches, raising comfort funds and soliciting the medical supplies urgently needed by wounded officers and men at the front. The Wuhan Anti-Enemy Backing Association of every social circle actively raised cotton vests, cloth shoes, towels, toothbrushes, and other comfort items for the anti-Japanese officers and men. At that time, six fixed donation platforms were set up across the three towns of Wuhan, and the fervor of the donations was deeply moving. Refugees who had fled from occupied areas to Hankou donated money they had saved by pinching pennies on food and clothing to the nation; elderly people donated their life savings; workers, peddlers, and others donated money earned through their own labor; wandering young students shined shoes near the donation platforms and put everything they earned into the donation boxes; the literary and artistic community held benefit performances, donating all the proceeds; and among women, some donated their rings and earrings. Many foreign friends in Wuhan and overseas Chinese also enthusiastically donated money. The “Defend Greater Wuhan” anti-Japanese national salvation movement, under the leadership of the Communist Party, unfolded on a grand and vigorous scale.







Chapter 58: The Battle of Kunlun Pass

(December 18–31, 1939)

Kunlun Pass is a strategic chokepoint on the highways connecting Yongning to Liuzhou and Nanning to Wuzhou, located 59 kilometers northeast of Nanning, on the eastern side of Kunlun Mountain. Kunlun Mountain is lofty and steep, with deep valleys and precipitous slopes, forming a natural barrier northeast of Nanning known as “the natural fortress of the south,” and has always been ground that military strategists contest. History records nine battles fought here, the largest and most tragic of which was the “Battle of Kunlun Pass” during the War of Resistance against Japan.




I. Operational Background and the Intentions of Both Sides

In the autumn of 1939, in order to blockade China’s rear and prevent China from transporting supplies via Vietnam, the Japanese army actively prepared to launch the Guangnan (southern Guangxi) Campaign, aiming to cut off the coastal lines of communication linking the National Government and army to their great rear base in the southwest. On November 15, the Japanese army concentrated more than 100,000 men and, setting out from the Beibu Gulf, launched a massive invasion of Beihai (present-day Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region) in Guangdong. The main strength of the Japanese 5th Division and the Taiwan Brigade landed at Qinzhou Bay under the cover of naval and air forces. On November 16, the Japanese army landed and occupied Fangcheng; on the 17th, it occupied Qinzhou. On November 24, the Japanese 5th Division’s 12th Brigade, under air cover, captured Nanning. Afterward, the Japanese army pushed north to seize the key point of Kunlun Pass in southern Guangxi. Once the Japanese army seized Kunlun Pass, it could push north to attack the important Guangxi cities of Liuzhou and Guilin, cutting the Hunan-Guangxi Railway, penetrating into Hunan in the Chinese interior, and threatening Changsha, then being defended by General Xue Yue’s forces in an isolated struggle of vital importance to the overall war effort.

On December 4, the Japanese army captured Kunlun Pass. They immediately used one elite brigade to hold the pass, and built fortress-style bunker fortifications on the high ground north of the pass, including Xiannü Mountain, Laomao Ridge, and Hills 441, 653, and 600, and at Luotang South, in an attempt to hold the position firmly. The Chinese and Japanese armies settled into a standoff.

The Nationalist Party army’s operational intentions: After the fall of Kunlun Pass, the situation of resistance in southern Guangxi became extremely critical. In view of the lessons of several previous defeats and an objective assessment of Japanese strength, Bai Chongxi requested Chiang Kai-shek’s approval to commit the Nationalist Party army’s premier unit, the mechanized 5th Army, as the main attacking force. With a powerful enemy bearing down and the situation demanding action, in order to check the further deterioration of the situation and turn the tide of the battle, Chiang Kai-shek and the National Military Affairs Commission decided to commit their strategic reserve to launch a counterattack.

Assigned the main attack at Kunlun Pass was the 5th Army, the Nationalist Party army’s only mechanized force, with a total strength of more than 40,000 men — enough to match the combined total of several miscellaneous armies. Army commander Du Yuming, chief of staff Huang Xiang, deputy army commander Zheng Dongguo; the 200th Division’s commander was Dai Anlan; the New 22nd Division’s commander was Qiu Qingquan, with Liao Yaoxiang as deputy division commander; the Honor 1st Division’s commander position was held concurrently by Deputy Army Commander Zheng Dongguo. The officers and men of the Honor 1st Division were all recovered wounded soldiers from the War of Resistance, reorganized into this unit — hence the addition of the word “Honor” to its name; they were rich in experience and strong in combat effectiveness. Apart from its three main divisions, the army also included directly subordinate regiments of artillery, armor, and engineers. The 5th Army possessed more than 80 Soviet-made T-26 tanks, 100 German-made “Sdkfz” armored vehicles, more than 400 American-made Ford trucks, and more than 40 motorcycles. The army’s heavy artillery regiment had 24 150mm howitzers, and each division also had mountain guns and field guns — its equipment was excellent.

After receiving its orders, the 5th Army drew up an operational policy of “shutting the door to beat the dog”: the Honor 1st Division and the 200th Division would serve as the frontal main attack force, assaulting the defending enemy at Kunlun Pass and the Jiutang strongpoints, with the army’s heavy artillery regiment, tank corps, armored reconnaissance corps, and engineer corps assisting the operation; the New 22nd Division would serve as the right-flank encircling detachment, crossing Kunlun Pass and advancing along side roads to occupy Wutang and Liutang, cutting the highway communications between Nanning and Kunlun Pass and blocking enemy reinforcements from advancing north; and, under the command of Peng Bizhi, deputy commander of the 200th Division, two infantry replacement regiments together with the 92nd Division of the 99th Army would serve as the left-flank encircling detachment, advancing via Malingyu toward Qitang and Batang, attacking the defending enemy there and supporting the frontal forces’ assault on Kunlun Pass.

Japanese operational intentions: The Japanese force that had invaded and occupied Nanning and the Kunlun Pass area on this occasion was the Japanese 5th Division, known as the “Steel Army.” This division had always been the “vanguard” of the Japanese invasion of China, having successively taken part in many major campaigns including Nankou, Xinkou, Taiyuan, Taierzhuang, and Guangzhou. After the 5th Division captured Nanning, its force deployment was as follows: in the area east of Nanning, a garrison force built around the 21st Infantry Brigade (brigade commander: Major General Nakamura Masao of the 21st Infantry Brigade); in the area west of Nanning, a garrison force built around the 9th Infantry Brigade (commander: Major General Kawagen of the 9th Infantry Brigade); in the area north of Batang, the 5th Cavalry Regiment and the 3rd Battalion of the 21st Infantry Regiment (battalion commander: Lieutenant Colonel Morimoto Zei); in the Sitang area, the 2nd Battalion of the 42nd Infantry Regiment; and facing the Gaofeng Corridor, the 2nd Battalion of the 41st Infantry Regiment.

The main force defending Kunlun Pass was the 21st Brigade. Most of the officers and men of this brigade were from Yamaguchi Prefecture in Japan. This area had historically produced many warriors, and the spirit of bushido was strong there, with a reputation for ferocity and cruelty. The two regiments (equivalent to regiments) under the 21st Brigade — the 21st and 42nd — totaling more than 6,000 men, defended Kunlun Pass and the nearby strategic points of Jiutang and Batang. Brigade Commander Major General Nakamura Masao intended to hold firm by relying on the favorable terrain of the Kunlun Pass area, ensuring the smooth flow of Japanese lines of communication and supply.




II. Course of the Battle

The Battle of Kunlun Pass can generally be divided into two stages.

Stage One: Both Sides Locked in Stalemate, Kunlun Pass Taken and Lost Twice (December 18–23, 1939)

Kunlun Pass was taken, then retaken. At dawn on December 18, 1939, the 5th Army concentrated its artillery fire for a fierce bombardment of Kunlun Pass and the surrounding Japanese positions. The defending enemy responded with counter-battery fire. Under the suppression of the Nationalist Party army’s long-range heavy artillery, the enemy’s artillery fire was interrupted, and the first-line attacking force, the Honor 1st Division, under cover of tanks, launched a charge against the enemy position, successively occupying Jinlong Mountain, Xiannü Mountain, Laomao Ridge, and Hill 441. In the afternoon they also occupied Luotang and Shijiazhai, with part of the force pressing close to Jiutang. By around 1300 hours in the afternoon, several outlying enemy strongpoints southwest of Kunlun Pass had been captured by the Nationalist Party army, and the Nationalist Party army had formed an encircling posture around Kunlun Pass; but the Japanese forces entrenched at Kunlun Pass relied on their fierce artillery fire and solid fortifications to put up tenacious resistance; combined with repeated waves of Japanese aircraft bombing and strafing, this made the Honor 1st Division’s advance difficult. Upon learning of the Nationalist Party army’s counterattack, Japanese brigade commander Imamura immediately decided to reinforce, hoping to find an opportunity to encircle and annihilate the Nationalist Party army, and urgently dispatched Colonel Miki Kichinosuke, commander of the 21st Infantry Regiment, to lead his subordinate units to reinforce Kunlun Pass. The Japanese reinforcements launched a fierce attack against the Honor 1st Division, and the fighting was extremely intense. That night, the Honor 1st Division carried out a night raid and captured Laomao Ridge, Wanfu Village, and Hill 441. The 598th Regiment of the 200th Division’s 200th Division, under the command of Regiment Commander Gao Jiren, captured Hills 653 and 600. This division’s 599th Regiment, under the command of Regiment Commander Liu Shuren, under the cover of tanks, drove straight along the highway and captured Kunlun Pass.

At dawn on the 19th, the Honor 1st Division continued its assault on the enemy to its front, and the two sides fought a fierce contest for Hill 653. Hill 653 was a key point northeast of Kunlun Pass, dominating the entire battlefield, and was held by more than 200 enemy troops. The Honor 1st Division at first attacked frontally, then shifted to a two-pronged flanking assault, but came under fierce enemy fire from both flanks, and casualties among officers and men exceeded half; the attack faltered. At this point, the Japanese army was on the verge of launching a counterattack when company commander An Chaoxuan and platoon commander Yang Jiming, disregarding their own safety, charged forward hand-grenades in hand, and the two sides met in close combat; the fighting was extraordinarily fierce, with casualties on both sides nearly total, and our forces then captured the position.

The New 22nd Division, tasked with the right-flank flanking operation, skirted around Kunlun Pass and pressed swiftly toward Wutang and Liutang. On the evening of the 18th, its vanguard units drove the Japanese out of Wutang and Liutang and occupied the area. The New 22nd Division, while building fortifications, also destroyed roads and bridges. At 0700 hours on the 19th, more than 40 Japanese trucks loaded with infantry advanced to reinforce Jiutang, and were intercepted by the New 22nd Division; after an hour of fierce fighting, the enemy was routed. In the afternoon, the New 22nd Division shifted to a general offensive, routing the enemy, restoring its original position, and once again destroying the roads and bridges the enemy had repaired, blocking the enemy’s advance.

In the afternoon of the 19th, large numbers of enemy aircraft sortied to cover a counterattack, and the mouth of Kunlun Pass was retaken by the Japanese army. The Nationalist Party army held on to the outlying strongpoints it had captured, and the two sides settled into a stalemate in this area.

Kunlun Pass was retaken, then lost again. Although the Nationalist Party army, after losing Kunlun Pass, again formed an encircling posture around it, the encirclement was not tight, allowing the Japanese army to put up frontal resistance on one hand while continually reinforcing from the rear on the other, repeatedly succeeding in “adding oil little by little.” On the 21st, Chiang Kai-shek, extremely displeased with the slow progress of the Battle of Kunlun Pass and the entire Guangnan Campaign, issued an order to the Guilin field headquarters and all participating units: “If any unit at the front, together with its artillery, fails to make active efforts to advance, or is unable to complete its mission within the specified time, it shall be charged with cowardice in the face of the enemy and dealt with on the spot accordingly.”

Army Commander Du Yuming decided to readjust the operational deployment, strengthening the first-line attacking force by having the 200th Division relieve the Honor 1st Division to continue the frontal assault, while the Honor 1st Division shifted to a two-flank encircling assault. At dawn on the 20th, the 200th Division, with heavy artillery support, advanced frontally against Kunlun Pass. The Honor 1st Division used its main strength to advance from Laomao Ridge and Hill 441, and part of its force from Shisai and Tongxing, catching the enemy at Jiutang and along the highway to its north in a pincer. The fighting went relatively smoothly at first, but the Japanese army swiftly reinforced and carried out an effective counterattack, and the two sides fell into a standoff.

From the 21st to the 23rd, the 598th Regiment of the 200th Division fought hand-to-hand with the enemy dozens of times, and finally captured part of the strongpoints on the Luotang heights and the northern end strongpoint at Tongxing, and Kunlun Pass was once again captured by the Nationalist Party army. The main strength of the Honor 1st Division fiercely attacked the southwest side of Kunlun Pass; the highway, bridges, and telegraph poles between Jiutang and Kunlun Pass were all destroyed by our forces, and the posture of encircling the enemy had already taken shape. After the Japanese defenders of Kunlun Pass fell into the Nationalist Party army’s heavy encirclement, the Japanese command headquarters in Nanning continuously dispatched troops to reinforce, but the reinforcements were blocked by the Nationalist Party army’s left- and right-flank units along the Yongning-Guest road, unable to reach Kunlun Pass on schedule. Brigade Commander Nakamura Masao personally led two battalions, setting out from Nanning on the 20th, advancing to Wutang, where they were repeatedly intercepted, ambushed, and blockaded by the New 22nd and 92nd Divisions; Nakamura had no choice but to lead his troops in a detour through the mountains toward Batang. At 1330 hours on the 23rd, Colonel Miki sent an urgent report: “If the brigade cannot arrive before dusk, the front line will be difficult to hold.”

On the 23rd, as Nakamura was entering the area near Tongliu Ridge northwest of Qitang, he was ambushed by our forces, and his left cheek was struck by a bullet. At 0800 hours on the 24th, the wounded Nakamura, while observing from the high ground northwest of Shuicheng, three kilometers west of Jiutang, was ambushed by the Honor 1st Division and struck by gunfire in the abdomen, suffering a severe wound; that same day, while undergoing surgery, he was again subjected to Chinese army mortar fire, and died at 0518 hours on the 25th.

When the Chinese army swept the battlefield, they found a diary on the body of Brigade Commander Nakamura Masao, in which was written: “The Imperial 5th Division’s 21st Brigade earned the title of ‘Steel Army’ during the Russo-Japanese War because we overcame the tenacity of the Russians with our own tenacity. But at Kunlun Pass, I must admit — I have encountered an army stronger than the Russian army.”

By the 23rd, the two divisions of the 5th Army attacking the front alone had already suffered more than 2,000 casualties, and Japanese casualties also exceeded a thousand. Six days of fighting had not yielded the desired result, and Japanese reinforcements were arriving from all directions, threatening to retake the already-captured Kunlun Pass; the situation gave no cause for optimism.

Stage Two: Promptly Adjusting Tactics, Taking the Pass in One Decisive Stroke (December 24–31, 1939)

Kunlun Pass had been attacked and lost twice already. After a detailed analysis of the lessons learned, Du Yuming concluded that the Japanese army held solid fortress-style fortifications on the high ground flanking the pass mouth, equipped with light and heavy weapons forming an interlocking fire network of mutual support, and moreover the Japanese occupied a terrain advantage; if the Chinese army did not first destroy the Japanese strongpoints on the mountains around Kunlun Pass, then simply capturing the pass mouth alone would leave the position untenable. Du Yuming therefore promptly, by telephone, consulted with each division commander and changed the original operational policy, adopting a “fortress-assault method,” dividing the enemy strongpoints among the regiments of the first-line divisions, each responsible for its own sector, attacking simultaneously, gradually seizing ground and shrinking the encirclement — like eating a meal together, one mouthful at a time. In terms of troop deployment, the main strength of the New 22nd Division was transferred to serve as the reserve for the main attacking force, leaving a small number of troops to harass the enemy’s rear at Wutang and Liutang, while the 3rd Regiment of the Honor 1st Division took on the task of attacking the main strongpoint. With Bai Chongxi’s approval, Du Yuming, apart from recalling the entire strength of the 5th Army to fiercely attack Kunlun Pass, also reinforced with the 66th Army under the 37th Army Group commanded by Ye Zhao, and two divisions of the 99th Army, held as the general reserve — committing these five divisions entirely to striking the enemy reinforcements advancing from south of Batang.

On the 24th, the attacking force adopted a “decoy-fire method” to launch a renewed assault on the Japanese defenders at Kunlun Pass. The main strength of the Honor 1st Division concentrated its attack on Luotang Heights, a key point on the enemy’s left flank. Luotang Heights was a solid enemy strongpoint, serving as the southwestern screen of Kunlun Pass; it was held by the Migita Company of the 21st Regiment, equipped with 28 light and heavy machine guns, with three belts of barbed wire around its perimeter. Two regiments of the Japanese Taiwan Mixed Brigade had reached Batang, and the 42nd Regiment of the Nakamura Brigade had reached Jiutang. After Nakamura Masao was killed, Sakata Genichi, commander of the 42nd Regiment, took over as acting commander of the 21st Brigade. At 1630 hours that day, the 2nd Regiment of the Honor 1st Division, under the command of Regiment Commander Wang Bo, with artillery covering fire, charged bravely forward, reaching the front of the enemy position, using picks and hoes to cut through the barbed wire, breaking into the enemy’s inner defenses, and fighting the enemy hand-to-hand with bayonets. By 1900 hours that evening, this high ground was finally captured, killing more than ten enemy officers and more than 200 soldiers, and taking two prisoners. The 2nd Regiment of the Honor 1st Division’s assault force also suffered enormous casualties, with only a few dozen men left standing; Du Yuming issued an order of commendation. Afterward, the morale of every division and regiment surged, and they attacked the various high grounds surrounding Kunlun Pass one after another.

On the 25th and 26th, the two divisions on the front, riding the momentum of their capture of Luotang Heights, launched an encircling assault toward Jieshou and Hill 653, northeast of Kunlun Pass. Part of the enemy force near Tongxing attempted to break out of the encirclement but was routed by the Nationalist Party army. Although Jieshou and Hill 653 were not yet recaptured, the Nationalist Party army’s unprecedentedly fierce assault, seizing the nearby high ground, shrank the encirclement, and the enemy’s defenses gradually began to show signs of collapse.

Over the following days, the Japanese army, in order to keep open its highway communications, continued its assault against the New 22nd and 92nd Divisions, sparing nothing in an all-out effort to reinforce Jiutang. The Nationalist Party army’s positions were repeatedly breached, and communications were alternately cut and restored.

On the 27th, the enemy’s elite reinforcements — the Taiwan Mixed Brigade’s Lin Regiment and the Watanabe Regiment — reached Batang, advancing toward Jiutang. In order to capture Kunlun Pass before the enemy reinforcements arrived, Army Commander Du Yuming decided to transfer the New 22nd Division and the Army’s 1st and 2nd Replacement Regiments to the front, and the newly arrived 159th Division of the 102nd Army also joined the Kunlun Pass front, strengthening the assault force.

On the 28th, the Honor 1st Division, the 200th Division, and the New 22nd Division jointly launched an offensive against the defending enemy at Tongxing and Jieshou. Jieshou Heights, north of Kunlun Pass, was the enemy’s most solidly held strongpoint. That day at dusk, the 200th Division recaptured Tongxing and the nearby outlying strongpoints of Jieshou. The task of storming Jieshou Heights fell to Zheng Tingji’s Honor 1st Division’s 3rd Regiment, transferred by Du Yuming for the 200th Division’s command. On the evening of the 28th, the 3rd Regiment began its assault on the Jieshou high ground; although Japanese aircraft strafed and bombed them from above, the morale of this regiment remained high, and, disregarding casualties, they pressed the attack tenaciously. Of the regiment’s nine infantry companies, seven company commanders were killed or wounded; the bugler beside Zheng Tingji likewise sacrificed his life. Zheng Tingji remained at the front throughout, and on the morning of the 29th finally captured the Jieshou high ground.

On the 29th, the 200th Division launched a fierce assault against every key point east and west of Jieshou, and the enemy at each strongpoint suffered heavy casualties, with the fortifications captured one by one. At dawn on the 30th, the New 22nd Division relieved the 200th Division as the assault spearhead at Kunlun Pass, again attacking Jieshou and Tongxing; by 1200 hours, the remnants of the enemy at these two strongpoints had been entirely cleared out. The 159th Division likewise recaptured Hill 653. At dawn on the 31st, all units of our army advanced on Kunlun Pass. The 64th Regiment of the New 22nd Division, advancing from Tongxing toward Kunlun Pass, at 1100 hours broke into Kunlun Pass, and the remaining enemy fled in rout toward Jiutang. Kunlun Pass was entirely captured by the Nationalist Party army, and the Battle of Kunlun Pass in the Guangnan Campaign came to an end here. Qiu Qingquan, commander of the New 22nd Division, composed a poem titled “Kunlun Pass” to express his overjoyed feelings:

At dusk we took Kunlun, our banners frozen stiff, not fluttering. Clouds part where earth touches sky, our spirit overwhelms the Great Yamato soul. Beacon fires connect the mountain trees, sword-light reflects the scars of shells. But relying on iron and blood, who cares to speak of the barbarian foe.

Even the Japanese army’s own official war history stated: “Looking across the entire history of the China Incident, this was the most dismal period for the army.”




III. Evaluation

The Battle of Kunlun Pass was one of the rare fortress-assault campaigns conducted by the Nationalist Party army during the War of Resistance against Japan, in which the two sides, Chinese and Japanese, met “hardness with hardness”; the officers and men of the mechanized 5th Army, with their tenacious fighting spirit, fought a battle that demonstrated the mettle of the Chinese soldier, and won the respect of their adversary. This battle offers much that is worth learning from.


(1) Solid Training and a Tenacious Fighting Style Were the Prerequisites for Victory in This Campaign

The Battle of Kunlun Pass was a hard-fought battle; the defending Japanese forces were the so-called “Steel Division,” a unit of extremely strong combat effectiveness. That the 5th Army, tasked with the main attack, was able to fully accomplish its operational mission was inseparable from its solid training and tenacious fighting style in peacetime. On one hand, solid training ensured the generation of the unit’s combat effectiveness. The forerunner of the 5th Army was the Armored Corps. This corps was established at Fangshan, Nanjing, with Du Yuming appointed as its first corps commander. In January 1938, the National Government’s Military Affairs Commission ordered the Armored Corps expanded into the Army’s 200th Division. In October 1938, in Xiangtan County, Hunan Province, the 200th Division was expanded into an armored army, and the Nationalist Party’s first “Iron Elite Division” came into being. This was at the time China’s first, and only, mechanized army. At that time, this “Iron Elite Division” bore the designation of the Nationalist Party’s New 11th Army, expanded and organized from the 200th Division, with Xu Tingyao as army commander and Du Yuming as deputy army commander. In 1939, the New 11th Army’s designation was changed to the 5th Army, with Du Yuming serving as acting army commander. The 5th Army comprised three divisions: the 200th Division, garrisoned at Quanzhou, Guangxi, with Dai Anlan as division commander; the Honor 1st Division, garrisoned at Lingling, Hunan, with Zheng Dongguo as division commander; and the New 22nd Division, garrisoned at Dong’an, Hunan, with Qiu Qingquan as division commander, and later Liao Yaoxiang also served for a time as commander of the New 22nd Division. These Nationalist Party generals were all elite talents of the Nationalist Party’s main-force armies, rich in operational and command experience. At the same time, Du Yuming also believed that for an excellent army, it was not only necessary to have superior equipment, but even more important to have superior soldiers. Without well-trained soldiers, even the best equipment would be nothing more than a pile of scrap iron; training therefore had to be placed at the very top of priorities. To this end, Du Yuming put forward the slogans “the drill ground is the battlefield” and “sweat more in peacetime, bleed less in wartime.” He required the entire army to observe the “Five Eliminations” and the “Three Practices.” The “Five Eliminations” meant eliminating arrogance, eliminating laziness, eliminating falsehood, eliminating desire, and eliminating evil; the “Three Practices” meant practicing precision, practicing sincerity, and practicing diligence. Du Yuming attended personally to the training of the armored troops, and also to the training of the artillery, engineers, and other branches, and later shifted the focus of training toward the infantry. He believed that the outcome of decisive battles on the battlefield, and the success or failure of attacking and defending positions, depended entirely on the infantry to carry out. Mechanized special-purpose troops merely provided coordinated fire support, using superior firepower to suppress the enemy — the battle still had, in the end, to be decided by the infantry. He therefore placed great emphasis on training the soldiers in physical fitness, marksmanship, bayonet fighting, grenade throwing, night fighting, and close combat. Every time he inspected training at the regiment, battalion, and company level, he would organize rifle and light machine gun marksmanship competitions among the soldiers, and whoever scored a perfect score would receive a cash prize on the spot. Whenever he discovered innovations in education and training, he would give an on-the-spot commendation and praise, and would order every division to send officers to observe. In March 1939, when the National Military Affairs Commission sent inspectors to review the 5th Army, they rated its military training as first in the entire country. This shows that the 5th Army was a unit of very strong combat effectiveness within the Nationalist Party army, its combat effectiveness coming not only from its excellent commanders and superior equipment, but also from its excellent soldiers, and from the high-standard training the unit maintained in peacetime. On the other hand, the officers’ and men’s fighting spirit, unafraid of sacrifice, guaranteed victory in the campaign. In the fighting, the 5th Army’s forward command post for its generals was set up in a mountain cave on a hill beside the highway occupied by the frontal main-attack force, the 200th Division; the hilltop offered high ground with a good view, and both the hilltop and the cave were equipped with field telephone lines. Artillery-observer long-range observation scopes were set up on the hilltop. Du Yuming, day and night, stood beside the observation scope and telephone on the hilltop, watching the developments at the front and speaking with the commanders of each unit, exchanging information on the battle situation. He also spoke via telephone with Zhu Maozhen, commander of the heavy artillery regiment, requesting that measurements be taken of the enemy position ahead, specifying the distance to each target, and also spoke with Hu Xianqun, commander of the tank corps, requiring that unit to select targets for the tanks to attack from their jump-off positions, and clarifying the signal codes for infantry-tank coordination. Enemy aircraft frequently circled above the command post, strafing and bombing the vehicles on the road behind the front; Du Yuming ordered sentries posted on the highway, who would signal with a red flag to warn vehicles to take cover whenever there was an alert. Enemy shells repeatedly fell near the command post, exploding close to Du Yuming himself, but he remained extremely composed, directing the fighting calmly. The entire body of officers and men of the 5th Army likewise displayed a tenacious fighting spirit. In the Battle of Kunlun Pass, a combined total of 4,000 enemy troops were killed, while the Nationalist Party army also suffered nearly 20,000 casualties; the main attacking force, Zheng Dongguo’s Honor 1st Division, suffered casualties across its entire division, with only 700 men remaining out of 13,000. The spearhead of the main attack, the Honor 1st Division’s 1st Regiment, 1st Battalion, 1st Company, was reduced to just four men. The 600th Regiment’s commander, Shao Yizhi, and deputy commander, Wu Qisheng, were both killed in action; another deputy regiment commander was severely wounded, and one-third of the entire regiment’s officers at battalion level and below were killed, with casualties among officers of the other regiments likewise extremely severe. The 2nd Regiment of the Honor 1st Division, under the command of Regiment Commander Wang Bo, fought the enemy hand-to-hand with bayonets; this regiment’s assault force suffered enormous casualties, with only a few dozen men remaining. The 3rd Regiment of the Honor 1st Division had a casualty rate among its company commanders as high as 78 percent. Even the Japanese army, which had always looked down on the Chinese army with arrogant disdain, could not help but admit after the battle: on this ground (meaning Kunlun Pass), the Nationalist Party army had been more courageous than in any other engagement, and deserved our respect. From this it can be seen that the victory of the Battle of Kunlun Pass was inseparable from the officers’ and men’s fighting spirit, unafraid of sacrifice, and their heroic and tenacious fighting style.



(2) Promptly Adjusting Tactics in Response to Japanese Reinforcements Achieved the Turning Point from a War of Attrition to a War of Annihilation

Analysis of the course of the Battle of Kunlun Pass shows that, after December 18, the Japanese army continually reinforced the Kunlun Pass direction, applying its “adding oil little by little” method at the appropriate moment, attempting to pin down and draw in the Nationalist Party army in this area; the commander of the Japanese 5th Division even resolved to fight a battle of annihilation against the Nationalist Party army in this area. The Japanese army carried out large-scale reinforcement of the Kunlun Pass area on four main occasions:

First reinforcement: On the 18th, Division Commander Imamura urgently dispatched the commander of the 21st Infantry Regiment to lead his forces to reinforce Kunlun Pass. By December 20, Japanese strength at Kunlun Pass had reached three battalions.

Second reinforcement: On the 21st, the Japanese Peng Detachment, composed of two new recruit regiments, joined the front-line fighting at Kunlun Pass.

Third reinforcement: On the 23rd, Colonel Lin Yixiong’s Taiwan 1st Infantry Regiment (less two companies) reached Nanning at dawn, and by noon was advancing toward Wutang. At this time, although the Nationalist Party army’s Western Column blocking action was effective, placing the Japanese 9th Brigade and Sichuan units in a dilemma and making it difficult for them to reinforce Kunlun Pass, the Eastern Column’s destruction of the Yongqin highway was largely nominal, allowing the Taiwan Regiment’s commander to drive straight through, reinforcing Kunlun Pass.

Fourth reinforcement: At dawn on the 25th, the Taiwan 2nd Infantry Regiment (less two companies, regiment commander Colonel Watanabe Nobukichi) reached Nanning, then continued advancing, arriving at Jiutang at 2000 hours on the 20th [sic] to join forces with Lin’s unit. At 2300 hours, the 2nd Company of the 21st Infantry Regiment (company commander First Lieutenant Ashidate Hanichi, less one and a half platoons), carrying 60,000 rounds of machine-gun ammunition and 40,000 rounds of rifle ammunition, arrived, restoring the combat capability of the Japanese front-line troops, which had been running short of ammunition.

Japanese war history records: “On the 26th and 27th, fighting during the day was relatively calm, while every night Chongqing’s forces would launch several sorties, but after the strength of our front-line units, restored to fighting condition, not only fully repelled these but also, from 1100 hours on the 26th, the 7th Company (company commander First Lieutenant Asahi-hayashi Seiri, attached with the 2nd Machine Gun Squad) attacked the high ground roughly 1,500 meters southwest of Tamura Mountain, and after defeating several hundred of the enemy, fully occupied that high ground by the 27th. The Taiwan 1st Regiment (Lin’s unit) made contact at 1500 hours on the 28th, and the Taiwan 2nd Regiment (Watanabe’s unit) made contact at 1800 hours with Sakata’s detachment at Jiutang.” From this it can be seen that the fighting spirit of the Japanese forces defending Kunlun Pass had nearly reached the point of collapse, and it was only through frequent reinforcement that it was restored and consolidated.

The Japanese army’s repeated success in “adding oil little by little” to defend Kunlun Pass caused the 5th Army’s offensive to gradually shift from a fortress-assault battle into a war of attrition. Chiang Kai-shek, extremely displeased at this point, telegraphed an order demanding that Kunlun Pass be captured within three days, or else the matter would be dealt with under military law. Bai Chongxi came to the 5th Army’s headquarters at Binyang, convened a meeting of officers of regimental rank and above, conveyed Chiang Kai-shek’s telegraphed order, and reviewed the gains and losses of the fighting over the preceding days. In his remarks, Bai Chongxi analyzed the situation in a relatively objective manner, summarizing the lessons of experience from the days of fighting. He said that the officers and men of the 5th Army had fought bravely, with an assault spirit that remained high; even under the enemy’s fierce artillery fire and strafing and bombing from aircraft, they had continued to press forward without regard for their own safety, inflicting heavy casualties on the Japanese and capturing several important strongpoints. What was lacking was that pre-battle reconnaissance had been inadequate, and intelligence on the enemy insufficient; forces had been too dispersed, and firepower had not been sufficiently concentrated; the army had failed to identify and concentrate on a key point, so that its blows against the enemy lacked force; although the enemy had been encircled, the encirclement was not tight, allowing enemy reinforcements to break through and reach Kunlun Pass, strengthening the enemy’s position there. Based on this analysis, Du Yuming decided to readjust the deployment, resolving to concentrate his troops and firepower, forming a focused striking force, to destroy the enemy’s defensive installations, thoroughly cut off the enemy’s reinforcement and supply of matériel, and annihilate the enemy directly in front of them on the battlefield — thereby transforming a war of attrition into a war of annihilation. This adjustment was the key to achieving success in the operation at Kunlun Pass. From the 28th onward, the 5th Army concentrated its main strength and firepower in an assault on the Japanese forces at Kunlun Pass, and on December 31 achieved the great victory at Kunlun Pass. Practice proves that the 5th Army’s adjustment of its operational actions was consistent with the objective realities of the battlefield.



(3) The Campaign Fully Embodied the National Spirit of the Army and People United Against the Common Enemy, Rising Together to Meet the National Crisis

The various types of Japanese war trophies captured in the Battle of Kunlun Pass — including artillery pieces, rifles, ammunition, military flags, military uniforms, and individual Japanese soldiers’ amulets, family letters, battlefield photographs and statistical charts, and the like — were successively displayed at Liuzhou, Guilin, Quanzhou, and other places, causing a great sensation and greatly boosting the nation’s confidence and resolve in the certainty of victory in the War of Resistance. According to statistics from both sides: more than 4,000 officers and men of the Japanese 21st Brigade were killed, with the number of wounded considerably higher still, and 102 were captured; Brigade Commander Nakamura Masao, the commander of the 42nd Regiment, Sakata Genichi, the commander of the 21st Regiment, Miki Kichinosuke, and the battalion commanders of all the regiments’ 1st, 2nd, and 3rd Battalions were all killed. The victory of this campaign was not only the result of the 5th Army and the broad masses of patriotic Chinese officers and men fighting a bloody struggle, but also the result of the great assistance provided by the people of the theater and the great rear area. To support the operation, more than 60,000 young and able-bodied laborers, along with large numbers of pack animals and vehicles, took part in front-line support activities, transporting more than 2 million jin of military provisions and countless quantities of ammunition, and carrying wounded soldiers on tens of thousands of trips. With winter approaching, in order to help the anti-Japanese officers and men withstand the cold, more than 10,000 jin of ginger alone was sent to the front, along with all kinds of comfort items and no small amount of comfort funds. More than 10,000 li of communication wire was strung, and hundreds of kilometers of roads were repaired and opened. All of this fully demonstrated the great national spirit of the army and people united against the common enemy, rising together to meet the national crisis.







Chapter 59: The Battles of Changsha

(September 14, 1939 – January 15, 1942)

The Battles of Changsha were three successive campaigns fought by the Chinese army against the invading Japanese army in the Changsha area of Hunan Province, from September 14, 1939 to January 15, 1942. Each time, the Japanese army committed four to six divisions, more than 100,000 men; the Nationalist Party army each time committed roughly 14 armies, around 500,000 men. The Nationalist Party army, at a cost of nearly 300,000 of its own casualties, inflicted more than 90,000 Japanese casualties (Japan’s own Defense Agency War History Office records Japanese casualties at this battle as 6,754 men [i.e., the specific figures vary by source and by battle]). In the three Battles of Changsha, the Nationalist Party army made use of favorable terrain to resist step by step, wearing down the enemy progressively, shattering the Japanese army’s intention of destroying the main strength of the Chinese army through an assault on Changsha. The third battle in particular stood out, inflicting especially heavy losses on the Japanese army and greatly boosting the fighting morale of soldiers and civilians throughout the country. The Battles of Changsha were among the important campaigns organized by the Nationalist Party army on the main battlefront during the War of Resistance against Japan. This campaign occurred during the stage of strategic stalemate in the War of Resistance. In studying and researching this campaign, we should focus on the Nationalist Party army’s operational guidance, command, and actions in wearing down and striking a numerically superior, elite enemy force with its own numerous but comparatively weaker troops, through a combined operational style of positional warfare, offensive warfare, and guerrilla warfare — and the lessons of experience these offer.




I. Operational Background and the Intentions of Both Sides

After the fall of Wuhan, the War of Resistance entered the stage of stalemate. The invading Japanese army found itself in the unfavorable position of dispersed forces, an overextended front, and difficulties in supply. Japan’s domestic economy was in difficulty, its political situation unstable, with the cabinet repeatedly reorganized. Internationally, on September 1, 1939, the Second World War broke out, and the United States and Britain concentrated their main strength in Western Europe, prepared at any time to sacrifice China’s interests and compromise with Japan in the East. Under these circumstances, on September 12 Japan established the “China Expeditionary Army Headquarters,” with General Nishio Toshizo appointed commander-in-chief and Lieutenant General Itagaki Seishiro appointed chief of staff, taking overall responsibility for “swiftly resolving the Sino-Japanese War” and “swiftly strengthening preparations for operations against third countries,” and drawing up a plan aimed at capturing Changsha, Hengyang, Yichang, and Xi’an and other important cities, in order to pressure Chiang Kai-shek into surrender and prop up Wang Jingwei, in hopes of quickly ending the Sino-Japanese War — the so-called “Itagaki war line.”

While Wuhan was still under assault by several columns of Japanese forces, Chiang Kai-shek had already recognized the important role Hunan would play in the future course of the war. So long as Hunan could be held, one could strike directly at Wuhan to the north, move east into Jiangxi, Anhui, and Zhejiang, thereby preserving the lifeline connecting the southeastern half of the country; to the west it shielded Sichuan and Guizhou, guarding the gateway to Chongqing, the wartime capital; to the south it protected the two Guangs, blocking the Japanese army from opening up mainland lines of communication and severing the connection between the Japanese army’s northern and southern battlefields — thereby achieving the goal of protracted resistance. In November 1938, Chiang Kai-shek chose to convene a military conference at Nanyue, Hengshan, summing up the lessons of experience from the first period of the War of Resistance and deploying for the second period — in effect also preparing to defend this strategically vital area of Hunan.

Japanese operational intentions and force deployment: The first military action taken by Nishio Toshizo and Itagaki Seishiro after assuming their posts was to launch an offensive against Changsha, Hunan. Because Changsha was a military stronghold in south-central China, capturing it would, on one hand, allow a southward attack on Hengyang and a westward move on Changde, controlling the throat of the two Guangs and the gateway to Sichuan, pinning the Chinese army within the Sichuan-Guizhou border region; on the other hand, Changsha was the command center of the Chinese 9th War Zone, which at the time formed the main body of the Chinese battlefront, concentrating more than 50 divisions (many of them elite units). By fighting the Battle of Changsha, the Japanese army intended to destroy the main strength of the Chinese army.

The main force in the Japanese army’s three assaults on Changsha was the 11th Army Corps. This army corps served as the strategic mobile force tasked with driving into the heartland of Central China, and was one of the most combat-capable units of the Japanese army in the China theater, comprising seven divisions and several independent brigades, with a strength of more than 150,000. Its main operational opponent was the Nationalist Party’s 9th War Zone. The commander of the Japanese 11th Army Corps was first Lieutenant General Okamura Yasuji, and later Lieutenant General Anan Korechika.

The Nationalist Party army’s operational intentions and force deployment: The National Government Military Affairs Commission established the 9th War Zone for the defense of Hunan, comprising northern Jiangxi, southern Hubei, and Hunan, with Chen Cheng serving as commander-in-chief, acting through Xue Yue. The Military Affairs Commission allotted the 9th War Zone 52 infantry divisions together with special-purpose and guerrilla units, comprising more than a quarter of the total strength of all the country’s war zones combined. Most of the units of the 9th War Zone were elite forces of the Chinese army, including Du Yuming’s mechanized 5th Army and Wang Yaowu’s 74th Army. In view of the Japanese army’s concentration of heavy forces at Wuhan, Jiujiang, and elsewhere, the Military Affairs Commission assigned the 9th War Zone the mission of defending Hunan and Jiangxi, and in particular of ensuring the security of the area around Changsha, conducting protracted operations in the areas of northern Hunan and northern Jiangxi, with the emphasis on northern Hunan.

The Nationalist Party’s 9th War Zone acting commander-in-chief, Xue Yue, nicknamed “the Old Tiger’s Whiskers,” was originally named Xue Yangyue, later renamed Xue Yue out of admiration for Yue Fei. At age 10 he entered the Whampoa Army Elementary School, and after graduating at 13 he joined the Tongmenghui, serving as a company commander in Sun Yat-sen’s bodyguard corps. In 1922, when Chen Jiongming rebelled, Xue Yue braved a hail of bullets to rescue Soong Ching-ling and help her escape the tiger’s den. Before the “April 12” counter-revolutionary coup of 1927, he had once suggested to the Chinese Communist Party Central Committee that they “arrest Chiang Kai-shek as a counter-revolutionary.” Afterward, he became a key figure in the campaigns to suppress the Red Army. In the Battle of the Xiang River, the Central Red Army’s strength plummeted from more than 80,000 to just over 30,000, and Xue Yue was the commander who spearheaded the attack on the Red Army. Because of his meritorious service in “suppressing” the Red Army and in operations penetrating the southwest, in May 1937 Chiang Kai-shek appointed Xue Yue as pacification commissioner for Yunnan and Guizhou and concurrently governor of Guizhou Province. After the outbreak of the War of Resistance against Japan, he successively took part in the Battle of Shanghai, the Battle of Xuzhou, and the Battle of Wuhan. During the Battle of Wuhan, he led his forces to the celebrated Wanjialing Great Victory.

Outline of the Japanese Order of Battle










	
	1st Battle of Changsha
	Commanding officer
	Lieutenant General Okamura Yasuji



	
	
	3rd Division
	Full strength



	
	
	6th Division (Lieutenant General Inaba Shiro)
	Full strength



	
	
	13th Division
	Full strength



	
	
	33rd Division
	Full strength



	
	
	101st Division (Lieutenant General Ito Masaki)
	Full strength



	
	
	106th Division (Lieutenant General Matsuura Junroku)
	Full strength



	
	
	Participating strength: 6 divisions, more than 300 vessels, more than 100 aircraft, totaling 180,000 men
	



	
	2nd Battle of Changsha
	Commanding officer
	Lieutenant General Anan Korechika



	
	
	3rd Division
	Full strength



	
	
	4th Division
	Full strength



	
	
	6th Division
	Full strength



	
	
	40th Division
	Full strength



	
	
	13th Division
	1 regiment



	
	
	33rd Division
	2 regiments



	
	
	14th Brigade
	Part



	
	
	18th Brigade
	Part



	
	
	Army: 4 divisions plus 6 regiments and 6 battalions; Navy: 1 landing force battalion, more than 30 warships, more than 200 motor launches, more than 180 aircraft, totaling roughly 120,000 men
	



	11th Army Corps
	3rd Battle of Changsha
	Commanding officer
	Lieutenant General Anan Korechika



	
	Northern Hunan
	3rd Division
	Full strength



	
	
	6th Division
	Full strength



	
	
	40th Division
	Full strength



	
	
	14th Brigade
	Main force



	
	
	Also elements of the 4th, 5th, 13th, 15th, 39th, and 116th Divisions and the 18th Independent Brigade
	



	
	Northern Jiangxi
	34th Division
	Main force



	
	
	14th Brigade
	Part



	
	
	Japanese participating strength: 4 divisions, together with 3 special-purpose regiments and 1 air wing, totaling roughly 120,000 men (main thrust more than 70,000). Northern Hunan was the main attack; northern Jiangxi provided a diversionary/pinning action
	





Outline of the Nationalist Party 9th War Zone Order of Battle










	Theater Command Headquarters
	9th War Zone Commander-in-Chief
	
	Chen Cheng, Xue Yue (acting)



	
	Deputy Commanders-in-Chief
	
	Shang Zhen, Wang Lingji



	
	Forward Commander-in-Chief
	
	Luo Zhuoying



	
	Chief of Staff
	
	Wu Yizhi



	9th War Zone
	19th Army Group
	Commander-in-Chief
	Luo Zhuoying



	
	
	1st Army Group
	Gao Yinhuai



	
	
	32nd Army
	Song Kentang



	
	
	49th Army
	Liu Duoquan



	
	
	74th Army
	Wang Yaowu



	
	
	2nd Forward Column
	Kang Jingzhong



	
	
	1st Army Group’s acting commander-in-chief Gao Yinhuai commands the 58th Army (Sun Du) and the 60th Army (An Enpu)
	



	
	15th Army Group
	Commander-in-Chief
	Guan Linzheng



	
	
	52nd Army
	Zhang Yaoming



	
	
	37th Army
	Chen Pei



	
	
	79th Army
	Xia Chuzhong



	
	30th Army Group
	Commander-in-Chief
	Wang Lingji



	
	
	72nd Army
	Han Quanpu



	
	
	78th Army
	Xia Shouxun



	
	27th Army Group
	Commander-in-Chief
	Yang Sen



	
	
	20th Army
	Yang Hanyu



	
	20th Army Group
	Commander-in-Chief
	Shang Zhen



	
	
	Dongting Garrison Command
	Huo Kuizhang



	
	
	87th Army
	Zhou Xiangchu



	
	
	99th Army
	Fu Zhongfang



	
	Xiang-E-Gan Border Advance Army
	Commander-in-Chief
	Fan Songfu



	
	
	8th Army
	Li Yutang



	
	Directly subordinate to Theater
	4th Army
	Ou Zhen



	
	
	73rd Army
	Peng Weiyi



	
	
	70th Army
	Li Jue



	Notes
	1. This order of battle reflects the organization at the time of the 1st Battle of Changsha. 2. At the time of the 2nd Battle of Changsha, the organization was adjusted as follows: Theater directly subordinate forces were the 4th Army (Ou Zhen), 10th Army (Li Yutang), 79th Army (Xia Chuzhong), and 74th Army (Wang Yaowu); the 58th Army (Sun Du), 37th Army (Chen Pei), and 26th Army (Xiao Zhichu), though nominally under the command of the 27th Army Group, were in practice all directly commanded by Xue Yue; the Xiang-E-Gan Border Advance Army commander-in-chief was Li Mo’an, commanding 5 forward columns; the 1st Army Group was disbanded. 3. At the time of the 3rd Battle of Changsha, the participating strength was the 4th, 10th, 20th, 26th, 37th, 58th, 72nd, 73rd, 74th, 78th, 79th, and 99th Armies — a total of 12 armies, 33 divisions
	
	





The Nationalist Party army’s operational intentions can be summarized as “deciding the battle after retreating” and “seeking the exterior line.” “Seeking the exterior line” was the goal — only by “seeking the exterior line” could one encircle the enemy and defeat him, rather than being encircled and defeated by him. “Deciding the battle after retreating” was the means — only by “deciding the battle after retreating” could passivity be turned into initiative, and an inferior position turned into a superior one. This was because, if the decisive battle were fought along a line where the two sides stood face to face (such as the Xinqiang River), then the timing, location, and relative strength of the two sides in the decisive battle would all be determined by the enemy; whereas if one retreated a certain distance (such as to the vicinity of Changsha) before fighting the decisive battle, then the timing, location, and relative strength of the two sides in the decisive battle could all be determined by our own side. The Nationalist Party army’s concept of “deciding the battle after retreating” and “seeking the exterior line” evolved, during the Third Battle of Changsha, into the “Heavenly Furnace” tactics.




II. Course of the Battle


(1) The First Battle of Changsha (September 14 – October 10, 1939)

The First Battle of Changsha is referred to on the Japanese side as the Battle of Ganxiang [Jiangxi-Hunan]. In mid-August 1939, the Japanese 11th Army Corps drew up the “Jiangnan Operations Guiding Outline.” Its stated operational objective was: “To defeat the main strength of the 9th War Zone’s central government forces along the Guangzhou-Hankou line, and, taking advantage of the Nationalist Party army’s weakened posture, further undermine its will to continue the fight, while also reinforcing the stability of the area within the army corps’ operational zone.” To this end, the Japanese army mobilized the entirety of the 6th, 33rd, 101st, and 106th Divisions and part of the 3rd and 13th Divisions, together with special-purpose troops, naval landing forces, and vessel units, totaling more than 180,000 men, commanded by Okamura Yasuji, commander-in-chief of the Central China Expeditionary Army. The Japanese plan called for occupying Changsha by September 30. The Nationalist Party army successively committed more than 30 divisions, roughly 400,000 men.

In mid-September 1939, the Japanese army launched its offensive toward Changsha from three directions — northern Jiangxi, southern Hubei, and northern Hunan — with the northern Hunan direction serving as the main thrust.

In order to conceal its true operational intentions, the Japanese army first launched its assault from northern Jiangxi. On September 14, the Japanese 106th Division and part of the 101st Division, with air support, advanced fiercely westward from Fengxin, Jing’an, and Gao’an in northern Jiangxi, attempting to seize Xiushui and Tonggu, pressing on toward Pingjiang and Liuyang, in coordination with the invading enemy forces in northern Hunan. The Chinese forces on this front were the 1st Army Group and the 49th and 74th Armies, commanded by Luo Zhuoying, forward commander-in-chief of the 9th War Zone, together with the 72nd and 78th Armies, commanded by Wang Lingji of the 30th Army Group. The two sides fought fiercely at Gao’an and other places; on the 22nd, the Gao’an position was lost, then retaken, and the Japanese advance was checked. Because the Japanese forces in northern Jiangxi were tasked only with a diversionary operation, their advance halted once it had served its purpose, and before long they withdrew to their original positions , standing off against the Nationalist Party forces.

The Japanese 33rd Division in the southern Hubei area of Tongshan and Tongcheng served as the supporting force for the assault on Changsha. The defending Chinese 20th Army and Fan Songfu’s forces pressed in from east and west, and the Japanese advance was blocked at Xianzhong. When the Japanese withdrew from the Changsha area, this division was also assigned the task of covering the main force’s retreat.

Northern Hunan was the main battlefield of this campaign, the Japanese army’s primary direction of attack. From Yueyang in northern Hunan, along the railway line, south to Changsha, the route passed through the Xinqiang River, the Miluo River, the Laodao River, and the Liuyang River. These east-west flowing rivers provided the Nationalist Party army with natural barriers for its defense. The Nationalist Party army’s operational policy was: to resist step by step along each river, wearing down the Japanese army, and then to shift the main force into the mountainous and lake-and-marsh terrain on both flanks, waiting for the Japanese to reach the outskirts of Changsha before seeking the opportunity to fight a decisive battle.

The first stage of the campaign was fought mainly between both banks of the Xinqiang River and between the Xinqiang River and the Miluo River. The Chinese defenders in northern Hunan were the 52nd, 37th, and 77th Armies, and one guerrilla column, commanded by Guan Linzheng of the 15th Army Group.

On September 18, the Japanese 6th and 13th Divisions began their assault on the positions on the north bank of the Xinqiang River. The 15th Army Group put up a certain degree of resistance at the advance position north of the Xinqiang River, the Xinqiang River position, the intermediate position between the Xinqiang River and the Miluo River, and the river-defense position from the Xinqiang River to Xiangyin. For instance, Hu Chunhua’s battalion of the 52nd Army’s Zhao Gongwu Division held its position to the death from the very start of the fighting; the fortifications at the Jinlong Mountain and Doupeng Mountain positions it held were almost completely destroyed by artillery fire, yet it still held the position for three days and nights, killing and wounding large numbers of Japanese officers and men. The entire battalion, apart from seven severely wounded men evacuated beforehand, perished to the last man defending the position.

At dawn on the 20th, Japanese artillery concentrated its bombardment on the area of Yungongshan and Caoxieling. The infantry charged in successive waves. By the fighting on the 22nd, the Chinese defenders’ Shi Sihua Battalion of the Hunan Army’s Tan Yi Division had suffered more than half casualties; under the coordinated assault of Japanese infantry, artillery, tanks, and air power, the entire battalion perished defending its position. That night, the entire position north of the Xinqiang River was breached by the Japanese army. The forward sentries had held out for a continuous five days and nights, playing a role in delaying, wearing down, and checking the Japanese army, winning time for the main force’s subsequent withdrawal.

At dawn on the 23rd, the campaign’s second stage began. With air and heavy artillery support, the Japanese army rapidly broke through the defenders’ line by forcing a crossing (fordable at low water) from the front west of Xinqiang. At the same time, the Japanese naval landing force and part of the 3rd Division, under naval cover, landed in multiple boats near the Xinqiang River and Miluo River estuary. The defenders resisted bravely, fighting a bloody battle until noon, before being forced to abandon their positions. In this way, not only did the entire “Bo Ling defensive line” (named after Xue Yue’s courtesy name, “Bo Ling”), which had been touted as an impregnable wall along the Xinqiang River, collapse entirely, but the Changsha area, too, fell into a state of alarm and confusion.

On the 24th, the Japanese army made a surprise assault via the waterways of Dongting Lake against the key point of Yingtian on the west flank of the defense line; their main force swiftly advanced to the Miluo River defensive position. On the 26th, the main Japanese force forced a crossing of the Miluo River.

The third stage began after the Japanese army occupied the Miluo River defensive line: the main strength of the Chinese army mostly withdrew to avoid the flank, some retreating to Pingjiang and Liuyang, others falling back to Zhuzhou and Hengyang, leaving only the 4th Army to guard Changsha. Consequently, from the Miluo River to Changsha, the Japanese army met no major resistance and advanced to the outskirts of Changsha near the Laodao River, halting in the area of Shangshanshi and Loukoushe within Changsha County, advancing no further.

When the Japanese 13th Division and part of the 6th and 3rd Divisions entered the area of Fulinpu and Qiaotouyi, they fell into an ambush laid by the Chinese 195th Division of the 52nd Army and the 77th Division of the 73rd Army, coming under flank attack and assault, and suffering heavy casualties. At this time, the Japanese 33rd Division, blocked at Xianzhong and Jiayi, was unable to link up with the Hunan-front Japanese forces on schedule, and the rear transport and supply lines had also come under attack from the Chinese army’s Fan Songfu column. Because the transport lines were under continual harassment and the roads destroyed, food and ammunition had to be supplied entirely by air drop, and further offensive operations were no longer possible. Okamura Yasuji, commander of the Japanese 11th Army Corps, was forced to order a general withdrawal on October 1. On October 4, the Japanese army withdrew back across the Miluo River, and by the 7th had fully retreated to the original positions at Yueyang, Linxiang, and Tongcheng.

Upon hearing news of the Japanese withdrawal, Xue Yue, acting commander-in-chief of the 9th War Zone, at first did not believe it, and only after confirming it did he order a general pursuit. As a result, the Chinese forces engaged in a few skirmishes only with the Japanese 33rd Division, which was serving as the covering force, and never caught up with the Japanese main force. The two sides returned to their original positions in a standoff, and the First Battle of Changsha came to an end.



(2) The Second Battle of Changsha (September 7 – October 9, 1941)

In the First Battle of Changsha, the Japanese army had adopted a three-pronged offensive, which dispersed its strength; therefore, in the second and third battles, the Japanese army advanced along only the northern Hunan route, no longer dividing its forces. In the Second Battle of Changsha, the Japanese army drew up the “Plus-Sign Operation” plan, still using the 11th Army Corps as the main force, commanded by Lieutenant General Anan Korechika, who had just been transferred from the post of Army Vice Minister to army corps commander. The Japanese forces taking part comprised the 3rd, 4th, 6th, and 40th Divisions, along with the Hayaki, Araki, Hirano, and Ejima detachments, plus special-purpose troops such as tanks, heavy artillery, and engineers, together with the 1st and 3rd Flight Regiments and part of the naval 1st Support Fleet. Combined, this amounted to 45 infantry battalions and 26 artillery battalions, with total strength reaching more than 123,000 men.

In view of the lessons learned from the first invasion, when the Japanese army’s tactics of “converging attack along separate routes” and “driving straight in” had been checked by the Chinese army, this time the Japanese army instead adopted “lightning war” tactics of “central breakthrough” and “two-flank envelopment.” The Japanese army concentrated its forces on the front in northern Hunan, attempting to smash the Chinese government’s capacity for resistance through a swift war, “dealing a fatal blow to the forces of the 9th War Zone west of the Guangzhou-Hankou line,” and even declaring that they would “reach Changsha to celebrate the Mid-Autumn Festival by the old calendar’s 8th month 15th day (October 5).”

The Chinese forces stationed at Changsha and its periphery were: Luo Zhuoying’s 19th Army Group, Yang Sen’s 27th Army Group, Wang Lingji’s 30th Army Group, and the theater’s directly subordinate 99th, 79th, and Provisional 2nd Armies — 14 armies in total.

On September 7, in order to cover the concentration and deployment of its main force, the Japanese army dispatched two regiments of the 6th Division, advancing separately from Zhongfang and Xitang against the Chinese army’s Dayun Mountain guerrilla base. The 9th War Zone dispatched the main strength of the 4th Army and the 58th Army to repel them. But the two sides continued to fight repeated engagements in the area around Gangkou, southwest of Dayun Mountain, and by the 16th the fighting had intensified further.

Within a roughly 20-kilometer stretch along the Xinqiang River, the Japanese army deployed 45 infantry battalions and 320 artillery pieces of various types. At dawn on September 18, Japanese artillery began its bombardment, and the Japanese main force forced a crossing of the Xinqiang River along multiple routes, engaging the defending 4th, 20th, and 58th Armies in fierce fighting. At the same time, the Japanese naval landing force and the Hirano Detachment landed at Qingshan on the Dongting Lake front; the defending 99th Army’s 197th Division fought valiantly with one battalion, and after two days of bloody fighting, all perished heroically. Owing to heavy casualties, the Japanese army massacred more than 300 innocent civilians in retaliation. The Japanese army continued its advance toward Lulintan, Xijiangkou, and Laolongtan, threatening western Hunan and protecting the right flank of its main force.

Along the Xinqiang River, the Chinese defenders fought on despite continual casualties, waging a bloody struggle to the death against the Japanese army. In the area around Nongtun and Yuxi Street, the Japanese army used more than 40 heavy artillery pieces to bombard the positions of the defending 102nd Division, covering several thousand infantry as they forced a crossing of the Xinqiang River; the defenders resisted calmly, relying on their fortifications to inflict heavy casualties on the enemy crossing the river. The Japanese army sent aircraft in repeated waves to bomb the defenders’ positions, and used artillery to fire poison gas shells; afterward, more than a dozen tanks led the way, guiding the infantry forward, while paratroopers simultaneously raided the Chinese defenders’ rear. The Nationalist Party army’s positions were breached, and the defenders were forced to retreat. Within less than three days, the 4th, 20th, and 58th Armies had collapsed under the Japanese army’s fierce assault. The remnants of these three armies were gathered by Yang Sen and reorganized in the mountains east of Meixian and Pingjiang.

On the 19th, the Japanese special intelligence organ deciphered an order issued by Xue Yue, commander-in-chief of the 9th War Zone, on the 18th. The content of this order was: in response to the Japanese army’s southward advance, the four divisions holding the established positions were ordered to defend the south bank position of the Miluo River, while the main force would attack the Japanese army from the east side. Upon obtaining this intelligence, the Japanese army immediately abandoned its original plan and decided to catch the 26th Army, which intended to strike the Japanese army from the east, in a pincer by attacking it from its eastern flank. As a result, the 26th Army was encircled by the Japanese army at Yukou, suffering heavy casualties and losing its combat effectiveness. The defending 37th and 10th Armies, while occupying positions on the south bank of the Miluo River, were also defeated one after another by the Japanese army and routed southward. In this way, the three armies defending south of the Miluo River — the 26th, 37th, and 10th — were defeated one by one by the Japanese army before they had even fully entered their positions.

Just as the Japanese army was crossing the Miluo River southward, Wang Yaowu’s 74th Army rushed from Jiangxi to reinforce. The 9th War Zone ordered the 74th Army to Laodao River, to focus its defense on the Shashi neighborhood. This important piece of intelligence was likewise obtained by the Japanese special intelligence organ on the 22nd. The Japanese army moved up the time originally planned for the assault, which was to begin at dusk, ordering it to begin at 1100 hours on the 22nd instead. It also changed the 6th Division’s mission of attacking Pingjiang, ordering it, together with the 40th Division, to deal with the 74th Army.

On the 23rd, the Japanese 6th Division advanced swiftly from the east, launching a surprise assault on the eastern strategic point of Jinjing. On the 26th, the 3rd Division pursued southward toward the south side of Changsha, and, just as it reached Laodaohe, encountered the 74th Army head-on, and a fierce meeting engagement ensued; not long after, the Japanese 6th Division also joined this fierce fight. The 74th Army was advancing westward while the Japanese army was advancing from north to south, striking directly at the 74th Army’s flank and rear. The 74th Army, after a long forced march, came under attack from two Japanese divisions along the way while also being harassed by Japanese aircraft, and before it could catch its breath, was forced to retreat southward. In this way, the Japanese army’s route through to Changsha was now entirely clear. In this engagement, the Japanese army, contrary to its usual practice of not readily sortieing at night, used a large force to grope its way in the dark and attack the 74th Army’s headquarters, scattering its directly subordinate units. Wang Yaowu, leading his guard platoon, fled in panic; the platoon leader of his guard was captured, and Wang Yaowu himself, though only a few paces away, narrowly escaped in the darkness of night.

On the 26th, the Japanese right flank swung around from Shashi Street toward the southeast of Changsha, another part swung around from Chunhua Mountain toward the east of Changsha, while the main force pressed fiercely toward the city of Changsha. On the 27th, Japanese paratroopers landed in the northern suburbs of Changsha, and their plainclothes agents infiltrated the city of Changsha itself. The vanguard of the Japanese 3rd Division even briefly penetrated as far as Zhuzhou.

On October 1, the Japanese army withdrew. The 9th War Zone headquarters ordered a full pursuit along the entire front; the Japanese army crossed the Xinqiang River on the 8th, and both sides restored their original positions, bringing the campaign to a close. The Nationalist Party side claims that Japanese casualties exceeded 40,000 (Japan’s Defense Agency War History Office statistics record Japanese casualties in this campaign at 6,754). On the Japanese side, this campaign led to the third collapse of the Konoe Cabinet. In this campaign, the Chinese army suffered roughly 100,000 casualties and missing (including 20,000 in the 6th War Zone).

The outcome of the Second Battle of Changsha clearly reflected the relative strength of the Chinese and Japanese sides during the stage of strategic stalemate. The Japanese army, although no longer able to advance as smoothly as in the early period of the War of Resistance, and even having to abandon strategically important points such as Changsha after capturing them, still retained strong fighting capacity, and, by concentrating limited forces for surprise raiding assaults, could often inflict disastrous blows on the Chinese army. Although the Chinese army had recovered somewhat, it still harbored a psychology of fear toward the enemy, its fighting spirit was weak, and many long-standing internal flaws continued to spread unchecked; as a result, it still suffered defeat, and active strategic decision-making often proved difficult to fully carry through.



(3) The Third Battle of Changsha (December 24, 1941 – January 15, 1942)

After suffering a disastrous defeat, Xue Yue engaged in deep self-reflection at the Third Nanyue Military Conference, combining Chiang Kai-shek’s proposed “magnetic warfare” principle with the lessons of experience from the two previous Battles of Changsha, and devising a set of “Heavenly Furnace” tactics designed to lure the enemy deep and then encircle and annihilate him. Xue Yue elaborated on this in detail in a book titled “Heavenly Furnace Warfare,” which was distributed to officers for study. The “Heavenly Furnace” tactics proposed continuing to adhere to the operational policy of “deciding the battle after retreating” and “seeking the exterior line” — that is, first using part of the force, making use of the favorable terrain from the Xinqiang River to Changsha, to conduct successive delaying resistance, and, once the Japanese army reached the Changsha area, then choosing the opportune moment to fight a decisive battle. The emphasis was on not falling into an encirclement by the enemy from the interior flank, but rather seeking to strike the Japanese army’s flank from the exterior flank. At the same time, the 9th War Zone strengthened its defensive force deployment and fortification construction facing the city, laying the foundation for victory in the Third Battle of Changsha.

In early December 1941, Anan Korechika, commander of the Japanese 11th Army Corps, once again gathered together more than 70,000 men, built around the 3rd, 6th, and 40th Divisions and the Independent 9th Brigade, equipped with artillery, engineers, tanks, and naval vessel units, and began preparations for the third assault on Changsha. At the same time, he ordered the 34th Division and the Independent 14th Brigade on the Nanchang front to conduct a diversionary action along the Nanxun line, in coordination with the main strength of the 11th Army Corps. The Japanese forces invading Changsha totaled roughly 70,000.

Apart from the 10th, 20th, and 37th Armies, the Chinese forces taking part in the campaign successively also included the 26th, 73rd, 4th, 74th, 79th, 28th, 51st, and 78th Armies, among others — 12 armies in total, roughly 150,000 men.

On December 24, the Japanese army began its offensive, forcing a crossing of the Xinqiang River southward along eight routes from Luojiaqiao to Baxianqiao (roughly ten-odd kilometers east and west of the Xinqiang River). On the 25th, the Japanese army advanced south in three columns. The defending 20th Army relied on a chess-board-like pattern of strongpoints to put up tenacious resistance. The 2nd Battalion of the 398th Regiment under Wang Chaokui, and the 3rd Battalion under Lü Haiqun, defending the strongpoints at Fuchong and Hongqiao, relied on their fortifications and repelled several Japanese assaults. The Japanese army encircled them layer upon layer and mounted repeated fierce attacks; although the defenders suffered heavy casualties, they continued to resist by relying on the ruined trenches and shell craters, right up until they were entirely wiped out, winning precious time for the main force to shift toward both flanks. On the 27th and 28th, the Japanese army crossed the Miluo River along separate routes, and the Chinese defenders resisted step by step, then shifted eastward and southward into the mountains, seeking the opportunity to strike the Japanese army from the flank.

On the 29th, the Chinese army’s second-echelon forces poured continuously into the battlefield from Hubei, Guangxi, and Guangdong, ten days earlier than the Japanese army had estimated, and maintained a favorable exterior-line advancing posture.

On the 31st, the Japanese army advanced to the Laodao River line, with part of the force crossing the Liuyang River, adopting an enveloping posture toward Changsha. According to Japanese operational records, at that time the Japanese assessment was that the Chinese forces in the Changsha direction were weak, and that apart from the 10th Army, there was no second-echelon force capable of stopping the Japanese advance. For this reason, the Japanese army, in order to expand the results of the campaign, decided to swiftly seize Changsha. The 9th War Zone, apart from having the 10th Army hold Changsha, also ordered the 1st Howitzer Regiment of the artillery to bring its cannons to establish a position at Yuelu Mountain, supporting the 10th Army’s operations. In order to effectively wear down the Japanese army, the 10th Army also sent forward guard detachments or advance units as far afield as possible.

At 0400 hours on January 1, the Japanese 3rd Division, taking advantage of thick fog, forded the Liuyang River and launched its assault. The Reserve 10th Division, deployed at the outer perimeter position, engaged the Japanese army in fierce fighting. Fang Xianjue, commander of the Reserve 10th Division, having been disciplined for his conduct in the previous campaign, fought this battle under a cloud of censure, and resisted with particular tenacity. The officers and men of the Reserve 10th Division fought a bloody battle against the Japanese army for an entire day, repulsing repeated Japanese assaults. That afternoon, with the fortifications destroyed by Japanese artillery fire and casualties extremely heavy, they pulled back to the first-line positions and continued to resist. The Japanese army, with air and heavy artillery support, launched wave after wave of continuous night assaults. The elite Japanese Kato Detachment (detachment commander: Kato Suan), skilled at night fighting, at one point attacked the position near Zoujiazhuang and the military supply depot, threatening the urban area of Changsha. The Reserve 10th Division swiftly dispatched troops to counterattack; the Japanese, relying on civilian houses, resisted stubbornly; the defenders set the houses ablaze, and the fleeing Japanese, including Deputy Detachment Commander Kato and more than 100 others, were entirely wiped out. Documents recovered from Kato’s body revealed that Japanese ammunition supplies were already severely inadequate, which further galvanized the fighting resolve of the Chinese officers and men.

On January 2, the Chinese and Japanese armies continued fighting fiercely to contest the southeastern outskirts of Changsha, with nearly every strongpoint changing hands repeatedly, lost and retaken, retaken and lost again, the ground before the positions strewn with corpses. The Chinese defenders’ equipment and firepower were no match for the Japanese, but the heavy artillery positioned on Yuelu Mountain bombarded the Japanese army fiercely, effectively supporting the operations of friendly forces, and the fighting reached a stalemate. The Japanese 40th Division reinforced Changsha, fiercely attacking the position held by the Reserve 10th Division’s Ge Xiancai Regiment; the position was lost, then recaptured, four times over the course of fierce fighting lasting two days, during which the Japanese suffered heavy casualties. The Japanese concentrated the remnants of their forces, five to six thousand strong, in an attack on the arsenal south of the city. The arsenal was situated on a hill, high to the south and low to the north, with a pillbox fortification at its northernmost point. The Japanese launched repeated counterattacks, all of which were repelled. In front of the defenders’ position, enemy corpses lay in heaps. At the same time, the defenders’ own casualties were also extremely severe; in the end, even cooks and grooms took up arms and joined the hand-to-hand fighting, preserving the high ground of the arsenal. The entire regiment, from the regiment commander down to the cooks, in the end had only 58 survivors. During the fighting, Chiang Kai-shek sent a telegram to Li Yutang, commander of the 10th Army, and to division commanders Zhou Qingxiang and Fang Xianjue and others, saying: “Our 10th Army officers and men, over these two days, have firmly held their position, fighting the enemy with courage — this is truly commendable and comforting.”

At dawn on January 3, the Japanese army attacked simultaneously from three directions — east, south, and north — with two divisions. The 10th Army’s officers and men resisted bravely, inflicting heavy Japanese casualties while making only minimal progress themselves. Although the 6th Division managed to fight its way into part of the urban area from the north, it was unable to gain a foothold under the Chinese heavy artillery bombardment, and was driven back out of the city by the defenders’ counterattack.

On the 4th, the Japanese army launched a fierce assault along the entire front, with more than ten aircraft assisting. The defenders fought bravely, engaging in repeated hand-to-hand combat; the heavy artillery on Yuelu Mountain concentrated its fire to suppress the Japanese artillery, blocking the enemy’s advance. This fierce assault was, in fact, the Japanese army’s final effort before withdrawing. With their external communications cut off and supply lines severed, the Japanese army had gone without food for three days; combined with extremely heavy casualties and dwindling ammunition, that same afternoon they began withdrawing northward from Changsha.

The headquarters of the 9th War Zone commander-in-chief ordered a full counterattack along the entire front on the 4th. The armies in the south pursued northward, those in the southeast struck westward, and those in the north launched a head-on interception from the south. Because the Japanese army had remained locked in a stalemate around Changsha for so long, this gave the Chinese side the opportunity to calmly deploy its forces. Unlike the first two occasions, when the Japanese had smoothly extricated themselves from the battlefield, this time the Japanese withdrawal was extremely difficult from the very start. The main strength of the Japanese 40th Division retreated from Jinjing toward Chunhua Mountain, but, meeting fierce blocking resistance, was forced to turn back at one point. The part of it left behind to garrison Jinjing and cover the main force (the Kikawa Detachment) was besieged by the Chinese 37th Army, and by the time reinforcements arrived to rescue it, its casualties already numbered nearly 400, with fewer than 20 fighting men remaining — nearly annihilated entirely. The Japanese 3rd Division, having just left Changsha, was intercepted by the Chinese 4th Army near Jingang Ridge and Linzidong, and after a day of hard fighting finally managed to break out, being forced to change its route of retreat in order to join forces with the 6th Division. The two Japanese divisions retreated side by side, with three Chinese armies pressing close in pursuit. In the course of their retreat, the Japanese army had to fend off the pursuing Chinese forces while also covering their wounded, making their movements extremely slow. Compounding this, with their ammunition and provisions exhausted, Japanese officers and men were starving and exhausted, some even snatching raw rice from the local people to eat; each one was disheveled and haggard, in utter disarray, and it was not until the 15th that they finally withdrew back to their positions north of the Xinqiang River. In previous engagements, regardless of victory or defeat, the Japanese army had always made a point of carrying back the bodies of its dead officers and men, or cremating them on the spot and bringing back the ashes; in especially urgent situations, they would also try their best to bury the bodies. But on this occasion, from Changsha all the way to the Miluo River, Japanese corpses lay abandoned everywhere. From this, one can see just how great was the panic of the Japanese army’s defeat and flight.

The Third Battle of Changsha was the first offensive operation on the China battlefield following Japan’s surprise attack on Pearl Harbor, and the arrogant, overweening invading Japanese army received its just punishment. Japanese casualties amounted to roughly 40,000. The campaign ended in final victory for the Chinese army. After this single engagement, the Japanese 11th Army Corps did not dare attack Changsha again for more than two years — showing just how heavy a blow it had suffered. Japan began calling Xue Yue “the Tiger of Changsha,” and the National Government awarded Xue Yue its highest honor — the Blue Sky and White Sun Medal — and the Changsha municipal government renamed Dong Chang Road as “Boling Road” [after Xue Yue’s courtesy name].





III. Evaluation

In the three Battles of Changsha, the Japanese army concentrated powerful forces to press the offensive, while the Nationalist Party army changed its passive, purely defensive tactics, integrating mobile warfare, positional warfare, and guerrilla warfare into a single whole, gradually grasping the initiative on the battlefield. In researching the Battles of Changsha, the key lies in grasping the operational characteristics of the Nationalist Party army during the stage of strategic stalemate, and studying the lessons of experience in operational guidance, command, and action by which it wore down and struck a numerically superior and better-equipped enemy with its own numerous but comparatively weaker troops.


(1) The “Heavenly Furnace” Tactics, Suited to the Realities of the Main Battlefront During the Stage of Strategic Stalemate, Were the Key to Victory in This Campaign

After the Second Battle of Changsha, Xue Yue, commander-in-chief of the 9th War Zone, summed up the lessons of experience from the earlier fighting and devised the “Heavenly Furnace” tactics. Xue Yue explained: “‘Heavenly Furnace warfare’ means constructing, in the predetermined operational area, a network of defense-in-depth positions, deploying the necessary garrison forces, and, through such means as ambush, decoy, flank attack, interception, and pursuit-strike and blocking, wearing down the enemy’s strength progressively and blunting his sharp edge; then, at the decisive-battle ground, employing superior strength to carry out a counterattack and counter-encirclement, dealing the enemy an annihilating blow. This is a new strategy for defeating the enemy through the method of ‘deciding the battle after retreating,’ changing according to the enemy’s changes — like a furnace smelting iron, like a stove refining pills — hence the name.” Its specific conception was as follows: part of the force would serve as the “Advance Column,” tasked with destroying major lines of communication and communications within Japanese-occupied territory and blocking enemy reinforcements; part of the force would serve as the “Garrison Column,” tasked with defending the first-line positions, and would later transform into the “Pursuit-Strike Column”; the “Pursuit-Strike Column,” once the Japanese army broke through the first line of positions and penetrated deep into the depth of the Chinese position, would launch a fierce assault from the flank of the positions it held, joining the decisive battle, blocking the Japanese army’s road-building efforts, cutting off Japanese supply trains, and severing Japanese reinforcement; part of the force would serve as the “Decoy Column,” tasked with defending the second and third lines of positions, wearing down and delaying the enemy, and would later transform into the “Flank-Strike Column”; the “Flank-Strike Column” would be positioned to the front-left or front-right of the decisive-battle area, striking the enemy’s flank at the opportune moment and annihilating him; the main strength would serve as the “Garrison Column [Defense Column],” tasked with defending the decisive-battle area, and, once the enemy’s offensive momentum faltered, would resolutely counterattack and annihilate the enemy; part of the force would serve as the “Reserve Column,” tasked with holding key points in the rear of the decisive-battle area, joining the decisive battle when necessary, expanding the results of the battle as circumstances allowed, or occupying reserve positions, gathering the forces from the decisive-battle area, and shifting to continue the fight. Xue Yue’s “Heavenly Furnace” tactical guidance for operations was essentially consistent with the operational guidance repeatedly emphasized by Mao Zedong — “using mobile warfare, positional warfare, and guerrilla warfare in coordinated combination can place the enemy in an extremely difficult position.” This was a fighting method suited to the stage of strategic stalemate and to fighting a decisive campaign battle against the enemy. At the same time, the 9th War Zone had every army group scout the terrain in advance in accordance with the missions specified in the operational plan, draw up their own operational plans, and report them up for review. The theater’s operational plan had been issued for barely more than a month when the Third Battle of Changsha broke out. The theater command headquarters and every subordinate unit still had this operational plan fresh in mind; being familiar with the enemy situation and the terrain, the operational guidance and campaign actions of the entire theater were consistent, all able to conform to the requirements of this operational plan. Furthermore, the officers and men of the War of Resistance were resolute in their determination, executing orders decisively. Every army and division commander held firm to the resolve to fight to the death and win, and, at the start of the fighting, each left behind a final testament, resolved not to survive without victory. Throughout the entire army, from top to bottom, all vied to be first to face the enemy, none retreated, and so they achieved a great victory, dealing the Japanese army heavy losses.



(2) The Japanese Army’s Arrogant Underestimation of the Enemy, and Its Rash and Reckless Deep Advance, Violated the Cardinal Rules of Military Strategy

After the First and Second Battles of Changsha, the Japanese 11th Army Corps, from top to bottom, generally held the Chinese army’s fighting capacity in contempt. Therefore, barely two months after the Second Battle of Changsha — a major engagement — with the units’ replenishment and reorganization not yet complete, they rashly launched the Third Campaign under conditions of inadequate preparation. In the course of the campaign, Anan Korechika received a reconnaissance report from the air force stating “the Chinese army has already retreated toward Changsha,” and, believing this to be a good opportunity to press the advantage and attack Changsha, unilaterally and without authorization decided to change the original operational plan, ordering a pursuit toward Changsha in depth. At the same time, he separately explained his reasoning to the headquarters of the China Expeditionary Army and to Army General Staff Headquarters, requesting their approval after the fact. That same evening, the Japanese army’s commander-in-chief issued the order to advance on Changsha. In order to secure the safety of the flank of the main attacking force, he urgently ordered the 9th Mixed Brigade north of Yueyang to swiftly move south to cooperate with the main force’s operations. Hata Shunroku, commander-in-chief of the Japanese Expeditionary Army, was rather displeased with Anan Korechika’s conduct, but because the units had already begun moving and it was inconvenient to recall them, he had no choice but to reluctantly acknowledge the reality on the ground, and reported it to Army General Staff Headquarters for approval after the fact. This abrupt change in the Japanese operational plan left the first-line officers and men, who had already been fighting continuously under arduous conditions, confused and bewildered, failing to understand the purpose of the operation, and morale inevitably suffered as a result. Both the deputy chief of staff responsible for logistics supply, Nikenaki Shusaburo, and the operations staff officer responsible for reconnoitering intelligence on Chinese army movements, Shimamura Kiyasu, raised objections to the advance on Changsha; Nikenaki Shusaburo went so far as to bluntly state that the advance on Changsha was a “self-destructive operation.” The Japanese offensive employed spearhead-shaped tactics, with a long, narrow salient and extended lines of communication, leaving the flanks exposed and vulnerable to flank attack, interception, and encirclement, with the front and rear unable to support each other, resulting in heavy casualties. Xue Yue recognized that the Japanese army was conducting an offensive operation, that his own troops were exhausted and unable to be replenished and reorganized in time, and so seized the opportune moment, meeting offense with offense, carrying out an active, offensive-minded defensive operation that dealt the Japanese army a painful blow. The Japanese army’s arrogant underestimation of the enemy and its rash, deep advance brought about a disastrous defeat. That the Japanese army was still able to maintain an orderly withdrawal even under such extremely difficult circumstances reflects its relatively strong fighting capacity. The Japanese army’s plans and actions for withdrawal were extremely secretive and alert; whenever the Nationalist Party army pressed the pursuit closely, their covering units would immediately occupy positions and counterattack, never firing indiscriminately except at an effective range, paying very close attention to conserving ammunition, and, even at the cost of relatively heavy casualties, resolutely completing their covering mission.



(3) Only Through the Unity of Army and People, and the Solidarity of Officers and Men, United Against the Common Enemy, Can the Enemy Be Overcome and Victory Achieved

After Xue Yue assumed the post of governor of Hunan Province, he put forward the governing policy of “Security, Convenience, and Sufficiency.” “Security” meant pacifying the people so they could live and work in peace and contentment; “Convenience” meant benefiting the people, benefiting the country, and facilitating governance; “Sufficiency” meant sufficient food, sufficient troops, and sufficient wisdom. Based on this, he drew up the “Six Peoples’ Governance” — that is, sustaining the people, nurturing the people, educating the people, protecting the people, managing the people, and employing the people. These measures brought about considerable development in Hunan’s wartime economy, with grain harvests bountiful year after year, and also greatly mobilized the enthusiasm and initiative of the people to take part in the resistance. In the process of constructing the Changsha defensive works, the 10th Army received strong support from the citizens of Changsha. The people of Changsha enthusiastically donated building materials and vigorously assisted the army’s construction efforts, providing powerful support for the Nationalist Party army’s operations.

In the Third Battle of Changsha, the key to the success of the “Heavenly Furnace” tactics lay in the defense of Changsha itself. Xue Yue paid particular attention to Changsha’s defense, and early on had Li Yutang’s 10th Army take over the defense of Changsha, allocating nearly all of Changsha’s artillery and engineering units to Li Yutang’s command. He also personally went to the scene many times to supervise and urge the 10th Army to genuinely strengthen the defensive works at Changsha. Li Yutang, commander of the 10th Army, had been disciplined and dismissed from his post in the previous campaign for losing Changsha. Xue Yue allowed him to defend Changsha again under a cloud of censure, so as to redeem himself through merit. Li Yutang dared not slacken, and led his forces in constructing defensive works day and night without rest. He was on the position all day long, correcting the placement of bunkers and the alignment of firing embrasures, laying out the fire network, eating cold rice and drinking cold water on the position whenever he was hungry. Li Yutang’s earnest and diligent preparations for battle won Xue Yue’s high regard. Therefore, when the Military Affairs Commission wanted to send someone to replace Li Yutang as army commander, Xue Yue used the excuse that “the war situation is tense; it would be inconvenient to hand over duties at this time; please wait until after the fighting concludes to handle this,” and thereby protected Li Yutang. Upon learning of this, Li Yutang was all the more grateful. When the Japanese army was pressing swiftly toward Changsha, he issued a written military pledge: “I will live or die together with Changsha.” In the course of the campaign, the participating officers and men resolved to hold their positions to the death; the 10th Army, defending the city of Changsha, sent away every boat that could have crossed the river, expressing its resolve to burn the boats and break the cauldrons; the regiment commander of the Reserve 10th Division, Ge Xiancai, disregarded his own safety, and, when his troops’ strength was nearly exhausted, personally took up a machine gun, holding the position and repelling repeated enemy assaults many times over. By the end of the campaign, the entire Reserve 10th Division had only two company commanders left surviving. From this, it can be seen that popular support and the courageous fighting of officers and men together ensured the victory of this campaign.







Chapter 60: The Chinese Expeditionary Force’s Campaign in Burma

(March 1942 – January 1945)

The Chinese Expeditionary Force’s campaign in Burma took place from March 1942 to January 1945, in which the Chinese Nationalist Party army joined forces with the American and British armies in Burma to fight the Japanese army. In this campaign, China’s 5th, 6th, and 66th Armies, the 11th Army Group, and the 20th Army Group — roughly 300,000 men in total — took part; Japanese participating strength was roughly 100,000. The Chinese army, at the cost of 70,000 of its own casualties, inflicted 48,000 Japanese casualties. The victory of the Chinese Expeditionary Force’s Burma campaign not only opened the strategic transport line from India to China, greatly improving the supply situation of China’s main battlefront, but also provided powerful support to the British and American allied forces, laying the foundation for the Allied victory in Burma. Although this operation came at a very high cost, it was one of the relatively rare outright victories won by the Nationalist Party army during the War of Resistance against Japan. That the Chinese army fought and won a major victory under the arduous conditions of fighting beyond China’s own borders, along its frontier, sparing no cost in casualties, is a chapter of war history and a set of lessons of experience forever recorded, still worthy of the respect, study, and research of later generations.




I. Operational Background and the Intentions of Both Sides

Burma is the largest country by area on the Indochina Peninsula, bordering China, British India, Thailand, and Laos by land, and, by sea, controlling the vital passage through the Strait of Malacca into the vast reaches of the Indian Ocean — a location of great strategic importance. Burma was a British colony, but within the British Far East defense system, Burma had always occupied a secondary position. The British forces stationed in Burma were few in number and poor in quality. General Archibald Wavell, the British commander-in-chief responsible for directing the defense of Burma, treated Burma merely as a shield protecting India, and even went so far as to make the military arrangement of abandoning Burma and falling back to defend India.

On December 7, 1941, Japanese militarism, staking everything on a single throw of the dice, launched a surprise attack on Pearl Harbor and began the Pacific War, attempting, through victory in its maritime strategy, to rescue the failure of its continental policy and find a way out of the quagmire of its war of aggression against China. The attacks on Malaya, the Philippines, the Dutch East Indies, and Burma were the four great campaigns the Japanese army planned to launch in Southeast Asia. The invasion of Burma was the last of these four operations. Japanese Imperial Headquarters believed: “Burma, as the northwestern flank stronghold of the important southern region, not only holds a strategic position that must be secured, but also carries the major strategic significance of cutting the road by which China aids Chiang’s regime.”

On January 4, 1942, Lieutenant General Iida Shojiro, commander of the Japanese 15th Army, disregarding the difficult terrain of the Thai-Burma border, the difficulties of transport, and the inadequate preparation of his own forces for the operation, resolved to advance into southern Burma. The Japanese vanguard forces carried out a deep encircling maneuver, seizing Tavoy, a strategic point in southern Burma. This move caught the British army completely off guard; the British garrison stationed south of Tavoy had its land route cut off, and could only flee in panic by sea. Only afterward did the Japanese army commit its true main attacking force, the 55th Division. The 55th Division’s advance went smoothly, driving straight for Rangoon, the Burmese capital. British General William Slim admitted: “What I was directing was a wretched, thoroughly botched campaign. The Japanese were driving at high speed; the British were stuck in second gear — there was no one to adjust or control this machine.”

On the morning of March 8, 1942, the Japanese army attacked and occupied Rangoon. This marked the end of the first stage of the defense of Burma; the Japanese army had cut off the entry point for American aid supplies to China, tightening the blockade against China; the British army was thrown onto the passive defensive, in an extremely difficult position. The British army began actively requesting that the Chinese Expeditionary Force enter Burma to join the fighting. In fact, as early as the initial stages of the Sino-British military alliance in 1941, China had already made preparations to enter Burma and fight, but General Wavell, at the China-US-Britain joint military conference in Chongqing, arrogantly rejected Chiang Kai-shek’s proposal to send troops to fight in Burma. As a result, the Chinese Expeditionary Force lost its best opportunity from the very outset of entering Burma, finding itself in a passive position, which led to the defeat of the first stage of operations. It was not until the spring of 1943 that the Chinese Expeditionary Force, after thorough preparation, carried out the second stage of the campaign. Historically, it has become customary to refer to the Chinese Expeditionary Force’s 1st Route, which entered Burma to aid the British during the defense of Burma, together with the Chinese Army in India, which launched the counteroffensive campaign in northern Burma, and the Chinese Expeditionary Force, which carried out the counteroffensive campaign in western Yunnan, collectively as the Chinese Expeditionary Force.

The Chinese Expeditionary Force’s operational intentions: Stage One: February–June 1942, joining forces with the British army in Burma to resist Japan together, maintaining the free flow of the Yunnan-Burma passage. Participating forces: the 5th Army (comprising the 22nd, 96th, and 200th Divisions), the 6th Army (comprising the 49th, 93rd, and 55th Divisions), and the 66th Army (comprising the 28th, 29th, and 38th Divisions), with total strength roughly 100,000. Stage Two: spring 1943 – January 1945: the Chinese Army in India (the “X Force”) was responsible for operations in the northern Burma direction, with the main mission of opening the Sino-Indian highway; the main participating units were the New 1st Army, the New 6th Army, and the American 5307th Composite Unit. The Chinese Expeditionary Force (the “Y Force”) was responsible for operations in the western Yunnan direction, with the main mission of recovering lost territory, placing the Japanese army in a two-front predicament, and coordinating with the operations of the Chinese Army in India. The main participating units were: the 11th Army Group (comprising the 2nd, 6th, and 71st Armies) and the 20th Army Group (comprising the 53rd and 54th Armies), plus the directly subordinate 8th Army, with total strength roughly 160,000.

Japanese intentions: To occupy Burma, seize Burma’s strategic resources, and at the same time cut the international route by which supplies were transported to China. Participating strength: the Japanese 15th Army (comprising three divisions, the 18th Division, the 33rd Division, and the 56th Division). In March 1943, the Japanese Southern Army’s Burma Area Army was established, with Kawabe Masakazu, the original commander of the 15th Army, promoted to Area Army commander. The 15th Army’s newly appointed commander was Mutaguchi Renya, commanding three divisions responsible for operations in Burma: the 18th Division was responsible for northern Burma, the 33rd Division was responsible for central Burma, and the 56th Division was responsible for Yunnan Province, with total strength roughly 100,000 men. The Japanese army believed that Burma occupied the front line of the southwestern border area, and that it had to be defended to the death; by holding Burma, it intended to cut off the Chongqing National Government’s outside aid, promoting the collapse of its fighting capacity, and thereby further shaking the popular will of the peoples of Southeast Asia under Japanese occupation.




II. Course of the Battle

The Chinese Expeditionary Force’s campaign to enter Burma was divided into two stages: the first stage ran from February to June 1942; the second stage of operations ran from the spring of 1943 to January 1945.

Stage One: The Chinese Expeditionary Force’s Initial Entry into Burma Ends in Defeat, With Heavy Losses, Retreating to India (February – June 1942)

On March 8, 1942, after the Japanese army captured Rangoon, the 33rd, 55th, 56th, and 18th Divisions, along with special-purpose units, under the command of Lieutenant General Iida Shojiro, commander of the 15th Army, advanced north along three routes (the western route along the Irrawaddy River, the central route along the Rangoon-to-Mandalay railway, and the eastern route along the Thai-Burma border). The Chinese Expeditionary Force fought with its 5th Army on the front at Toungoo and Mandalay, facing the 55th Division; its 6th Army fought on the eastern front at Mawchi and Loilem, facing elements of the 56th Division and the 18th Division; its 66th Army was held as a mobile reserve in the Lashio and Mandalay theater; the British 1st Army Group, with the support of the Expeditionary Force, fought on the western front at Prome, facing the 33rd Division. In this first stage, the Expeditionary Force fought several major engagements, including the defense of Toungoo and the raid to relieve Yenangyaung.

The Defense of Toungoo. On March 8, the 200th Division of the 5th Army was ordered to reach Toungoo, taking over the British army’s defensive positions and covering its withdrawal; it engaged the northward-advancing Japanese 55th Division in a fierce forward skirmish, and the Japanese army fell into the Expeditionary Force’s ambush, routed and fleeing headlong down both sides of the highway . On March 20, the defense of Toungoo formally began. Because the British air force stationed in Burma had already been completely destroyed, the Japanese army was able to mount a combined infantry-artillery-air assault. Officers and men of the 200th Division resisted tenaciously, using bundled grenades and gasoline bottles to fight hand-to-hand against Japanese tanks; the fighting was extremely fierce, and both sides suffered heavy casualties. Deputy Regiment Commander Huang Jingsheng of the Expeditionary Force’s 598th Regiment was killed in action. On the 24th, the Japanese 55th Division captured the Toungoo airfield and carried out furious indiscriminate bombing of the city of Toungoo, but the Expeditionary Force showed no fear, holding its position with the resolve to live or die together with Toungoo. At dawn on the 25th, the enemy launched a fierce assault on Toungoo from the west and north; on the 26th, the Japanese 56th Division also arrived to reinforce, releasing poison gas against the Expeditionary Force’s positions, and the two sides engaged in fierce street fighting. In the arduous fighting, the Expeditionary Force’s communications and supply lines were both cut off, and the 200th Division was forced to withdraw on the 29th to assemble at Yedashe and await orders. The twelve days of fierce fighting in the defense of Toungoo, though it ended with the Expeditionary Force’s withdrawal, inflicted heavy casualties on the enemy, dealing a severe blow to the Japanese army’s arrogant bluster. The Japanese army admitted that this was their first setback since operations began in the South Seas. One Japanese soldier killed in action wrote in his diary: “Since advancing south, we have never met so formidable an enemy — who could this formidable enemy be? None other than the Chinese army.” Even Japan’s own official war history had to admit: “The enemy opposite was the Chungking army’s 200th Division. Its fighting will remained consistently high throughout, and in particular the units assigned to cover the withdrawal held their position to the last, fighting to the death — even as the enemy, they were truly courageous, and were praised as such even by the army commander, Lieutenant General Iida, and his subordinate officers.” Japanese records state that the Battle of Toungoo was the most arduous single engagement of the entire Burma campaign.

The Raid to Relieve Yenangyaung. The 5th Army’s 200th Division, New 22nd Division, and 96th Division, according to plan, reached Pyinmana on April 11, preparing to fight a decisive battle against the Japanese army there. Unexpectedly, the British army on the western front had already retreated north of Yenangyaung; the eastern-front Provisional 55th Division had also lost contact, leaving the 5th Army’s position exposed in a salient, at risk of being encircled and annihilated by Japanese forces from both east and west. The Expeditionary Force was therefore forced to abandon its plan to fight the decisive battle at Pyinmana. Pyinmana fell on the 20th.

The western-route Japanese 33rd Division broke through the British army’s position on April 1, advanced through Prome, and continued north. Although the British 1st Army Group put up some resistance, it was unable to halt the enemy’s advance, and on the 16th was encircled in the area north of Yenangyaung. The Expeditionary Force’s New 38th Division’s 113th Regiment, under the leadership of General Sun Liren, rushed to the rescue, and after two days of fierce fighting routed the main strength of the enemy, relieving Yenangyaung. More than 7,000 British troops were rescued (including the British army commander, General Harold Alexander), along with more than a hundred automobiles, more than a thousand horses, and more than 500 captured British and American troops, missionaries, journalists, and others. The enemy abandoned more than 1,200 corpses as they fled south — a feat that established the reputation of the Chinese army abroad. This engagement, in which the Chinese army made a long-distance rapid march, defeated a superior enemy with inferior numbers, and rescued a beleaguered force with a smaller one, overcoming superior enemy equipment with its own inferior equipment, caused a sensation across the whole of Britain at the time. In recognition of Sun Liren and his subordinate New 38th Division’s 113th Regiment for their great achievement in rescuing the British forces at Yenangyaung, King George VI of Britain conferred upon him the Commander of the Order of the British Empire (CBE). General Sun Liren thereby became the first non-British officer to receive this special honor. He also received China’s Fourth Order of Yun Hui and the United States’ Legion of Merit.

However, the Japanese 56th Division occupied Lashio on April 29, cutting off the Expeditionary Force’s line of retreat; part of the force pushed north, and, after capturing Bhamo and Myitkyina, drove straight ahead, reaching the key point of Huitong Bridge west of the Yunnan-Burma highway on May 5 (this bridge had already been destroyed by the Chinese side), facing off against the Chinese defenders across the Nujiang (Salween) River. On the 10th, the enemy attacked Tengchong in Yunnan Province; the Chinese defenders, the Reserve 2nd Division and the 88th Division, crossed the river separately at the upstream and downstream points of Huitong Bridge, and on the 23rd dealt the enemy a heavy blow; the enemy massively reinforced, and the Chinese army shifted to the defensive on the 31st, with the Reserve 2nd Division moving into the enemy’s rear to conduct guerrilla warfare, while the rest withdrew to the east bank; fighting ceased on June 6.

Because the operation had failed, the main strength of the Expeditionary Force was ordered to withdraw toward the Chinese border. It happened to be the rainy season, and the force had to break through Japanese blockades while also traversing the dense mountain forests of the tropical jungle, where mosquitoes, ants, and insects of every kind swarmed; supplies for the troops were extremely inadequate, disease spread rapidly, and the wounded and sick suffered together, compounded by disorganized command during the retreat, resulting in extremely heavy casualties among officers and men. Dai Anlan, division commander of the 200th Division — who had distinguished himself in the fighting at Taierzhuang and Kunlun Pass — was severely wounded while leading his division in breaking out of encirclement, and died for his country on May 26 at Mengbang village in northern Burma. Leading figures of both the Nationalist and Communist Parties composed elegiac couplets, poems, and words of mourning for him. Chiang Kai-shek’s elegiac couplet read: “With a tiger’s head and a lion’s bearing, valiant of stance — you looked upon a ten-thousand-li expedition, contending with the enemy without rest; wrapped in horsehide, your bones now sturdy — pity that great merit was left uncompleted, in vain we hoped and grieved so deeply.” Zhou Enlai called Dai Anlan “a hero of Whampoa, a champion of the nation.”

While retreating, General Stiewell declined a plane specially sent by General Henry Arnold, commander of the U.S. Army Air Forces, to fetch him. He said: “If I flee now, it will amount to yet another defeat, yet another surrender — after this I will never again be able to command Chinese troops.” He and a small group of staff officers abandoned their vehicles and proceeded west on foot. Though already past 60, Stilwell held himself to strict discipline, leading by example, always walking at the very front. After reaching Imphal in British India, he flew on to New Delhi, where, at a press conference, he admitted the defeat of the campaign: “I claim we got a hell of a beating. We got run out of Burma, and it is humiliating as hell. I think we ought to find out what caused it, and go back and retake it.”

In the first stage of the fighting in Yunnan and Burma, the Japanese army had made meticulous and thorough plans, and advanced extremely swiftly. The Chinese army, in assisting the British army, responded hastily, without a concrete plan of coordination, and command was divided among different authorities, leaving the operation passive from start to finish. Although the broad masses of Chinese officers and men fought bravely, dealing the enemy serious blows, they were nonetheless unable to reverse the dangerous situation, and the campaign ended in defeat.

Stage Two: The Chinese Army Attacks from Northern Burma and Western Yunnan in a Converging Assault, Opening the Sino-Indian Highway, and Displaying China’s Might Abroad (Spring 1943 – January 1945)

After the defeat of the defensive campaign in Burma in May 1942, China, the United States, and Britain engaged in nearly two years of repeated consultation regarding a plan for a counteroffensive in Burma, recovering western Yunnan, and opening the Sino-Indian-Burmese land route, and preparatory work in every respect gradually got underway. Chinese and American staff officers, after repeated revisions, completed a plan to train and equip 30 army divisions, and carried out rigorous, targeted pre-battle training. In the spring of 1943, the Chinese Expeditionary Force’s plan for the counteroffensive in Burma was formally set in motion, with operations divided into the northern Burma and western Yunnan directions. Responsible for operations in the northern Burma direction was the Chinese Army in India (the “X Force”); responsible for operations in the western Yunnan direction was the Chinese Expeditionary Force (the “Y Force”).

Northern Burma direction: In December 1942, China, the United States, and Britain, after repeated consultations, drew up an action plan for launching the Burma offensive in the spring of 1943, code-named “Operation Anakim.” Under this plan, the Nationalist Party army units taking part were the Chinese Army in India’s New 1st Army and New 6th Army. The Chinese Army in India’s attack route for the counteroffensive in northern Burma was via the Hukawng Valley to capture Mogaung, Myitkyina, and Bhamo — this counteroffensive route was also the route along which the Sino-Indian highway was to be built. Operations in the northern Burma direction unfolded mainly in the Hukawng Valley, the Mogaung Valley, and Myitkyina, among other places.

The Hukawng Valley area. In October 1943, the Chinese Army in India first engaged the Japanese army in the Hukawng Valley. The Hukawng Valley, located between Ningbyen and Mogaung in northern Burma, runs 200 kilometers from north to south and 20 to 70 kilometers wide from east to west; it is both the starting point of the Sino-Indian highway and the necessary route to Myitkyina, with dangerous terrain, earning it the nickname “Death Valley.” At Yubang, the New 38th Division engaged in a battle of mutual encirclement and counter-encirclement against the Japanese army, the two sides interlocked like a dog’s teeth in repeated contests, the fighting extremely fierce, and finally captured Yubang on December 21. On March 5, 1944, the Japanese 18th Division’s core strongpoint in the Hukawng Valley, Mogaung, was captured by the New 22nd Division in a single decisive stroke. At the same time, to support the New 22nd Division’s operations, Division Commander Sun Liren directed the New 38th Division’s 113th Regiment in a two-day-and-night forced march to catch the enemy at Walawbum in an encirclement; after several days of fierce fighting, at dawn on March 9, the 2nd Battalion of the 113th Regiment reached Walawbum. This detachment then carried out a long-distance raid on Myitkyina.

By this point, the Hukawng Valley had come entirely under the control of the Chinese Army in India. The Japanese 18th Division, known as “the Ever-Victorious Division,” had suffered a severe mauling, and after repeated defeats had lost all fighting capacity as an organized force. The Japanese army itself admitted: “Since the end of October of last year, over five consecutive months, the officers and men of the 18th Division, locked in a death struggle day after day against a superior enemy, have simply been devastated.”

The Mogaung Valley area. After the Hukawng Valley campaign, in order to salvage the situation, the Japanese army urgently transferred one regiment each from the 53rd, 56th, and 2nd Divisions to northern Burma, reinforcing the 18th Division, which took up positions along the Mogaung Valley. The Mogaung Valley is the name given to the valley terrain along both banks of the Mogaung River, running 110 kilometers from north to south and roughly 10 kilometers wide from east to west; the valley’s sides are all sheer cliffs, and in summer and autumn mountain floods rage, turning the flat land into rivers. The New 1st Army decided that the New 22nd Division would attack Kamaing, while Sun Liren’s New 38th Division would attack Mogaung. In the Kamaing area, the Japanese had roughly three regiments, with the main strength at Sakaung and the remainder at Kamaing. Liao Yaoxiang decided to send the 65th Regiment on a flanking maneuver to the rear of the Japanese forces at Sakaung, cutting off their retreat, while the division’s main force and the tank battalion advanced against the enemy from the front. After seven days and nights of arduous trekking, the 65th Regiment reached its designated position, cutting off the Japanese retreat; the Japanese 18th Division’s main force was surrounded and encircled by the New 22nd Division in the Sakaung area, and was later entirely annihilated. Just as the New 22nd Division was encircling the main strength of the 18th Division at Sakaung, on May 21 Sun Liren, division commander of the New 38th Division, obtained an important piece of intelligence: because the main strength of the 18th Division was encircled at Sakaung, the city of Kamaing was virtually empty, and its division commander, Tanaka Shinichi, was holding an empty city alone, in a state of panic and unease. This intelligence put Sun Liren in a difficult position, because, given the New 38th Division’s location, taking advantage of the emptiness of the Japanese forces at Kamaing to launch a surprise attack was the best opportunity to annihilate the enemy. However, according to the original division of responsibilities, Kamaing was the New 22nd Division’s operational objective, and for the New 38th Division to advance on Kamaing from the rear would smack of stealing credit. At this time, the Japanese reinforcements were advancing toward Mogaung and Kamaing. With Stilwell’s consent, Sun Liren decided to divide his forces into three columns to drive directly on the city of Kamaing: the 112th Regiment would serve as the surprise force, carrying out a flanking maneuver between Kamaing and Mogaung to cut off Japanese reinforcements advancing from Mogaung toward Kamaing; the 114th Regiment would serve as the ambush force, cutting off the retreat of the Japanese forces at Mogaung; and the 113th Regiment would serve as the main force, driving directly on Kamaing. Chen Mingren, commander of the 112th Regiment, became known as “the Tiger Blocking the Road” for successfully organizing the operation to cut off the enemy’s retreat. After the capture of Kamaing, the New 38th Division went on to capture Mogaung as well. The Chinese Army in India’s campaign to advance into the Mogaung Valley lasted three and a half months, most of it fought under the harsh weather conditions of the rainy season. It essentially annihilated the Japanese 18th Division, which, despite being reinforced as many as 12 times, was still wiped out entirely. Through the fighting in the Mogaung Valley, the initiative on the northern Burma battlefield passed firmly into the hands of the Nationalist Party army.

The Myitkyina area. To the Japanese army, Myitkyina was a strategic stronghold that had to be secured. Should Myitkyina be lost, the Japanese divisions that had invaded western Yunnan would find themselves isolated, and Japan’s main line of communication from northern Burma and western Yunnan to Mandalay would be exposed before the Allied forces; moreover, the Myitkyina area contained several airfields, which were also of vital importance to the Japanese army. As the New 30th, 14th, and 50th Divisions successively deployed to the northern Burma battlefield, the strength of the Chinese Army in India continued to grow. The Japanese forces defending northern Burma, having suffered repeated crushing defeats in the Hukawng Valley and the Mogaung Valley, saw their strength continually weaken. Stilwell, commander-in-chief of the Chinese Army in India, judged that the moment had matured for organizing a separate force to attack Myitkyina, opening a second front in northern Burma. In mid-to-late April 1944, just as the New 22nd and New 38th Divisions were advancing south along the Kumon Mountain range toward Kamaing, Commander-in-Chief Stilwell ordered the organization of a Sino-American Composite Assault Detachment to carry out a long-distance raid on Myitkyina.

The Composite Assault Detachment was divided into two columns: the 1st Column (K Column) was composed of the New 30th Division’s 88th Regiment, the 22nd Division’s 4th Mountain Artillery Company, and the 3rd Battalion of the American 5307th Composite Unit, commanded by American Colonel Henry Kinnison; the 2nd Column (H Column) was composed of the New 50th Division’s 150th Regiment and one platoon of the 1st Battalion mountain artillery of the American 5307th Composite Unit, commanded by American Colonel Henry Kinnison [sic — likely Colonel Charles Hunter]. The American 5307th Composite Unit’s 2nd Battalion, together with roughly 300 Kachin tribesmen from Burma, formed the M Column, commanded by American Major Vincent Marse [Rothwell H. Brown]. The Sino-American Composite Assault Detachment’s K and H Columns assembled and resupplied with food and ammunition at the Dakelifang area, roughly 50 kilometers southeast of Ningbyen, then immediately set out secretly, penetrating deep behind enemy lines, making a long-distance raid toward Myitkyina, more than 100 kilometers away. They were scheduled to reach the outskirts of Myitkyina on May 12, to carry out a surprise attack on the Myitkyina airfield. Guided by Kachin tribesmen, the Composite Assault Detachment split into separate routes, crossing the precipitous Kumon Mountain range through dense tropical jungle. In some sections there were paths made by the passage of Kachin tribesmen; in many other places, there was not even that much of a trail. Chinese and American officers and men scaled cliffs and crossed precipices, hacking their way through the dense forest. Progress was extremely slow, only 7 to 8 kilometers a day. More than half of the pack mules carrying food and equipment fell to their deaths in ravines or died along the way; air drops often failed to reach them, and the troops had to survive almost entirely on the provisions they carried on their own backs, constantly at risk of running short of food and water. Along the way, they also had to guard against Japanese attacks, and several times engaged the enemy in combat. Days of arduous marching and fighting greatly sapped the strength of the Chinese and American officers and men. On May 6, the K Column reached the vicinity of Ritpong, a forward Japanese strongpoint near Myitkyina, and, with its main strength, launched a frontal assault on Ritpong, capturing it that same evening. The H Column, via Aran and Ranpu, reached the outlying Japanese strongpoint of Shengni on the 14th, resupplied, and built a small airstrip there. On the 15th, they advanced further to Hill 475; that night, the 1st Battalion of the 150th Regiment cut the Myitkyina highway; by 0030 hours on the 16th, the entire column had reached the north bank of the Guikui River, west of the Myitkyina airfield.

At 0100 hours on May 17, the Sino-American Composite Assault Detachment’s H Column, with air force support, launched a surprise attack on the airfield west of Myitkyina. The Japanese garrison at the airfield numbered only just over ten men, scattered around its perimeter, and the Chinese and American forces moved secretly and swiftly, catching the Japanese completely unawares. The 150th Regiment, with its 1st and 2nd Battalions, advanced in a two-pronged flanking assault, and only when they had closed in on the airfield did the Japanese scramble to put up resistance. The 3rd Battalion took the lead in charging in and securing the western Myitkyina airfield. Henry Kinnison [Colonel Charles Hunter], commander of the H Column, immediately used the pre-arranged code phrase “Merchant of Venice” [likely “Williams merchant”] to send a telegram to the rear, notifying them that transport aircraft carrying reinforcements could now land at the airfield. Large numbers of C-47 transport aircraft, escorted by fighters, carrying the New 30th Division’s 89th Regiment’s 2nd and 3rd Battalions, landed at the airfield, and the raid on Myitkyina succeeded. Afterward, the Chinese-American allied forces fought a series of fierce engagements against the Japanese army in the outskirts and within the city of Myitkyina, and on August 5 fully captured Myitkyina; the Japanese 56th Division’s infantry commander, Mizukami Genzo, killed himself.

After the capture of Myitkyina, the Japanese army gradually fell into an ever more passive and unfavorable position along all the fighting fronts in Burma, India, and China. Because of this, Japanese Imperial Headquarters replaced the Burma Area Army commander, Kawabe Masakazu, the 15th Army commander, Mutaguchi Renya, and their subordinate division commanders of all three divisions, as well as the chiefs of staff of the Area Army, the Army, and the divisions.

Western Yunnan direction: Just as the Chinese Army in India was launching its counteroffensive campaign in northern Burma, the Chinese Expeditionary Force, concentrated in western Yunnan, was also stepping up its preparations, waiting for the opportunity to force a crossing of the Nujiang (Salween) River and recover lost territory. From December 23, 1943 to April 4, 1944, President Roosevelt sent five telegrams to Chiang Kai-shek, urging him to dispatch the Chinese Expeditionary Force to launch a counteroffensive in western Yunnan. On April 13, 1944, He Yingqin, Minister of the Ministry of Military Administration and concurrently Chief of the General Staff, signed the order to launch the Nujiang offensive. By May 10, the various units of the Chinese Expeditionary Force taking part in the counteroffensive had essentially completed their attack preparations and campaign deployment.

Chinese Expeditionary Force strength: Initially two army groups, comprising five armies and 12 divisions. As the campaign developed, the 8th Army’s three divisions (Honor 1st Division, 82nd Division, and 103rd Division) and the 5th Army’s 200th Division were successively committed to the counteroffensive. Total strength was 16 divisions, more than 160,000 men.

The Japanese army anticipated that the Chinese Expeditionary Force had nine routes of advance, four directed toward Tengchong, four toward the Longling and Mangshi area, and one toward Xinwei. Honda Masaki, the Japanese army’s newly appointed commander of the 33rd Army, judged that “the Chinese Expeditionary Force’s offensive will be a decisive battle affecting the life and death of the entire Burma campaign.” Before the battle, the Japanese army strengthened the fortifications at Songshan and other places serving as garrison centers, offensive strongpoints, and defensive strongpoints. Before the battle, the Japanese army, through code-breaking, learned of the Chinese Expeditionary Force’s operational intentions, and in early May made a targeted readjustment of its force deployment.

The main engagements of the western Yunnan direction’s campaign included the battles of Songshan and Tengchong, among others.

The Fortress-Assault Battle of Songshan. This was a savage battle fought by the 11th Army Group. Songshan was one of the Japanese army’s key defensive strongpoints, towering over the west bank of the Nujiang River, with its main peak at an elevation of 5,300 meters, rising 950 meters above the surface of the Nujiang River, overlooking deep valleys in front and connecting to high slopes behind, its lofty peak piercing the clouds, commanding a view over the surrounding mountains. In 1942, the Japanese army mobilized one engineer regiment and forced thousands of local civilian laborers to work for more than two years with painstaking effort, building a solid complex of fortress strongpoints on the main peak of Songshan and the surrounding high ground. Each strongpoint, according to the terrain, had one or two main bunkers built at the commanding high point, with a number of satellite bunkers constructed around the main bunker, and flanking firing bunkers built in front of the position. The bunkers, large and small, were either cave-and-tunnel works or were built of reinforced concrete and thick timber 50 to 80 centimeters in diameter, along with oil drums, with several layers of steel plate added for protection, and topped with three or more meters of earth cover — such that even a direct hit from a heavy shell could not easily penetrate them. The various strongpoints were connected by covered trenches or tunnels, with cleverly camouflaged surfaces to their fortifications, difficult to detect from the ground or from the air. The Japanese army built more than 40 defensive strongpoints at Greater and Lesser Songshan, Yindengshan, and other places, each capable of fighting independently while also mutually supporting one another, forming a tight interlocking fire network among them. The strongpoints stockpiled grain and food depots, ammunition depots, clothing depots, materiel depots, and the like, storing sufficient grain, fodder, and ammunition for more than half a year, and were also equipped with power generation, water pumping, and medical facilities, allowing for prolonged, firm defense. The artillery positions at the Songshan strongpoint could control a 70-kilometer stretch of the Yunnan-Burma highway along both banks of the Nujiang River. The commanding officer of the Japanese Burma Area Army headquarters and the commander of the 56th Division had both personally come to inspect the position beforehand, and judged that the Songshan position, even under fierce assault, could hold out for at least eight months.

At first, the Chinese Expeditionary Force did not know that there was a solid Japanese defensive position on this desolate mountain, and judged that the defenders at Songshan numbered no more than 300 to 400, equipped with only one or two artillery pieces, and accordingly deployed relatively few troops; the initial assault achieved nothing. The unit first assigned the attacking mission was the 11th Army Group’s 71st Army’s New 28th Division. This division launched repeated attacks without success, continuing to fight for a full month, suffering enormous casualties, and its officers and men were extremely exhausted; the longer they persisted, the greater the difficulties became.

On July 2, the 8th Army took over the mission of besieging Songshan; by July 23, it had launched four large-scale assaults in succession, and each attacking unit suffered casualties exceeding half, greatly weakening its combat effectiveness. During this period, Wei Lihuang, commander-in-chief of the Chinese Expeditionary Force, Song Xilian, commander-in-chief of the 11th Army Group, and American adviser Brigadier General Frank Dorn all went personally to the Songshan front to inspect the situation, and, together with He Shaozhou, commander of the 8th Army, decided that each unit would draw its most capable officers and men to form an elite assault detachment, with division commanders serving as regiment commanders and regiment commanders serving as battalion commanders, with officers of every rank filling out the ranks of the front line one level down, concentrating full strength on the fortress assault; the fighting proceeded with extreme difficulty. Army Commander He Shaozhou reviewed the gains and losses of the four assaults, and found that, even when artillery bombardment scored direct hits on the Japanese bunkers, it could only destroy their surface, while the interior remained intact and the enemy could continue to hold out stubbornly, leaving the infantry unable to break in. He therefore decided to bring the heavy artillery to the closest possible range, using fierce artillery fire to concentrate on the enemy’s large multi-story bunkers, sealing the defenders inside, and then using engineer demolition or infantry rocket launchers and flamethrowers to destroy them.

The Japanese army’s defensive system in the Songshan area was centered on the main bunker at the sub-peak of Songshan’s main peak, as its core position. Army Commander He Shaozhou, drawing on the lessons learned from five sieges, decided to adopt the tactic of digging tunnels to carry out demolition, in order to capture the sub-peak’s bunkers. Before the tunnel work could be completed, the high ground surrounding the sub-peak and Dazhai would first be seized one by one, forming a favorable posture for the assault on the sub-peak’s high ground. From August 3 to 7, the various units of the 8th Army launched their sixth offensive, aimed at clearing the outlying obstacles around the high ground. The 8th Army’s sixth siege of Songshan, at great cost in sacrifice, finally cleared the approach route to the main peak’s sub-peak of Songshan. Of the five infantry regiments that took part in the assault, the 246th Regiment suffered especially devastating casualties, and the other regiments likewise suffered heavy losses; after reorganization, the five regiments together could muster only the fighting strength of about one regiment.

On August 19, the engineers completed preparations for the demolition of Songshan; the 8th Army decided that on the 20th they would carry out a feint assault to lure the enemy into reinforcing Songshan, and would then use the massive demolition to wipe out the Japanese defenders through this tactical means.

At dawn on August 20, all units of the 8th Army began operations according to plan. The Honor 1st Division’s 3rd Regiment launched a fierce assault on the sub-peak, in order to draw the enemy from other strongpoints to reinforce the sub-peak. Once this objective had been achieved, at 0900 hours the attacking force withdrew to beyond the blast radius. At 0915 hours, the assault force of the Honor 1st Division’s 3rd Regiment had just withdrawn to a safe zone when the 8th Army commander He Shaozhou gave the order to detonate. With a dull, heavy explosion, the summit of Songshan’s sub-peak was blown apart, forming two enormous funnel-shaped craters, the right one roughly 40 meters in diameter and the left one roughly 30 meters in diameter, each about 15 meters deep, the two craters roughly 10 meters apart. Two-thirds of the sub-peak’s summit was destroyed, and the enemy’s fortifications were utterly obliterated. Of the defenders, apart from four who were pulled out alive, barely breathing, all the rest were blown to pieces.

After the 8th Army’s demolition captured the sub-peak of Songshan, the main Japanese position, the subsequent development of the campaign proceeded relatively smoothly.

The Battle of Tengchong. Tengchong is an ancient border city in western Yunnan, formerly known as Tengyue. Across two thousand years of ancient history, from the Qin and Han dynasties, through the Tang and Song dynasties, and down to the Ming and Qing, Tengchong had always been an important hub of transport and trade, traditionally known as “the first city at the extreme west.” After the Japanese army occupied Tengchong on May 10, 1942, it established defenses on every piece of high ground around the city and along the city walls and streets, with bunkers and trenches arrayed like chess pieces, light and heavy firepower deployed to interlock, fortifications built into the city walls, trenches winding both inside and outside the city walls, and building basements interconnected — forming a tight, comprehensive defensive system. The defenders of Tengchong numbered roughly 2,000, with the main strength being the 56th Division’s 148th Regiment, plus part of the 18th Division’s 14th Regiment. Colonel Fujii Yasumi, commander of the 148th Regiment, served as the commander of the Tengchong garrison force.

Because Tengchong was the Japanese army’s largest and most solid stronghold in western Yunnan, the 20th Army Group’s headquarters decided to adopt a combined land-air tactic to attack Tengchong. Based on aerial reconnaissance photographs, and judging the Japanese defensive deployment at Tengchong, a corresponding tactic was drawn up: first, using heavy bombers to bomb the Japanese fortifications, destroying them to the maximum extent possible; second, using light and medium bombers to carry out dive bombing and strafing, and to mark targets for the artillery, further destroying the enemy’s fortifications; third, having the infantry advance in the attack, with fighter aircraft providing air cover and the artillery extending its range as the infantry advanced, so as to minimize casualties among the infantry.

Under powerful combined artillery and air firepower cover, the various units of the 20th Army Group fiercely attacked the walls of Tengchong for several days, achieving some progress but failing to break through the solid Japanese defensive line along the city walls in one stroke, and the attacking units paid an enormous price in casualties. The Japanese army made use of the high, thick, solid city walls of Tengchong to construct a three-tiered vertical fire network; apart from using the crenellations of the city wall for cover, they also built small pillboxes or light machine-gun emplacements every ten meters, and also dug firing loopholes through the middle and lower parts of the wall. The terrain to the east, west, and north of the city was open, with rivers crisscrossing the land, making it relatively difficult to approach the city walls from these three directions. When the attacking force was still far from the walls, the enemy would hold their fire; only once the attackers had closed to within about 100 meters would the upper, middle, and lower firing points open fire simultaneously, forming a dense fire network that inflicted extremely heavy casualties on the attacking force.

Allied bombers and fighters — 24 aircraft in all — bombed the walls of Tengchong and the interior of the city. The Japanese garrison headquarters, located at the east gate, was struck by several large bombs, killing garrison commander Colonel Fujii Yasumi along with 32 others; Captain Ota Masahito took over as garrison commander. The 20th Army Group’s commander-in-chief, Huo Kuizhang, convened the army and division commanders to analyze the battle situation and study tactics, arriving at the conclusion: “Apart from continuing to launch a determined assault under cover of combined artillery and air firepower, there is no other option.” Afterward, the 20th Army Group launched repeated assaults over many days with air and artillery fire support, and, though it made some progress, also suffered heavy losses.

On August 30, the 20th Army Group had been attacking the city for a month, but the area captured still amounted to less than half. At this time, the Japanese 33rd Army was gathering its forces in preparation for a counterattack. Upon learning of the Japanese army’s intentions, Chiang Kai-shek sent a telegram urging the Chinese Expeditionary Force onward: “The reputation of our nation rises or falls on this very day.” On the 30th, Huo Kuizhang issued an order: “You are to swiftly capture the city of Teng; it is specially stipulated that, beginning tomorrow (the 31st), within five days each army is to clear out the enemy within its designated attack sector, and to report in detail on the day’s progress. Should there be any sign of hesitation beforehand, or seeking to shirk with excuses, an inability to clear it out within the specified deadline, causing outside enemy reinforcements to arrive and affecting the overall plan, the army and division commanders of that unit shall be held responsible for the delay.”

Afterward, under the 20th Army Group’s day-after-day fierce assault with overwhelmingly superior forces, the Tengchong defenders suffered casualties amounting to nearly total losses, either dead or wounded, and their resistance gradually weakened. On September 9, Chiang Kai-shek issued an order: “Tengchong must be recovered before September 18, the National Humiliation Memorial Day!”

On the 12th, the commander of the Japanese garrison force led the remaining survivors in an attempted breakout, but was intercepted and driven back into the city. Captain Ota sent a farewell telegram to the 56th Division commander at 0600 hours, then burned the regimental flag and the code books, and at 1300 hours led his troops in a suicidal counterattack, in which they were entirely wiped out. On the 14th, the 20th Army Group recovered Tengchong. After the battle, Wei Lihuang composed an elegiac couplet in memory of the fallen martyrs: “The isolated city, far from home, resisted the invading enemy resolutely; the solid city, the primary achievement, extolled its glorious deeds; a monument towering high, its heroic spirit preserved, its blood-stained loyalty kept for a thousand autumns, a fragrant offering of devotion and righteousness.”

After the Battle of Tengchong, the Japanese 56th Division continued to hold out stubbornly at Longling and Mangshi. Beginning October 29, the Expeditionary Force coordinated infantry, artillery, and air power in close combined operations, forming a three-sided encirclement of the Japanese forces; after five days and nights of fierce fighting, it recaptured Longling at dawn on November 3, captured Mangshi on November 20, and occupied Zhefang on December 1. On December 26, the 11th Army Group launched attacks separately toward the northwest, southeast, and south of Wanding; after 25 days and nights of fierce fighting, it repelled the enemy’s counterattacks, and on January 19, 1945, recovered Wanding. Afterward, the force pursued the enemy along several routes, sweeping all before it, and on the 27th joined forces in victory with the Chinese Army in India at Mangyou, whereupon the Sino-Indian highway was fully opened.

In the second stage of the campaign, the Chinese Expeditionary Force overcame extremely harsh weather and treacherous geographic conditions, annihilating most of two Japanese divisions and part of two others, pinning down the reserve force of the Japanese Burma Area Army, and making a major contribution to the recovery of northern Burma and the support of the entire Burma theater.




III. Evaluation

From the Nationalist Party army’s initial deployment to fight in Burma in early 1942, to the Chinese Army in India and the Chinese Expeditionary Force’s victory in the counteroffensive campaigns to recover northern Burma and western Yunnan in early 1945, the Nationalist Party army mobilized several hundred thousand troops, fought against more than half the strength of the Japanese Burma Area Army, liberated most of northern Burma, recovered all lost territory in western Yunnan, and opened the Sino-Indian highway. The Chinese Expeditionary Force, across its two stages of fighting, first suffered defeat, then achieved victory. There are many lessons of experience worth learning from in areas such as pre-battle training, campaign organization and planning, and the decision-making of commanding officers.


(1) Using the Intervals Between Campaigns to Organize Targeted Training Effectively Guaranteed the Improvement of Combat Effectiveness

In mid-April 1942, just as the situation in the Burma campaign was rapidly deteriorating, Stilwell ordered his aide, Brigadier General Frank Merrill, to fly to Chongqing to present Chiang Kai-shek with a “Plan for Organizing and Training Chinese Troops in India.” This plan proposed that, because the land and air transport line from Burma into China might well be cut by the Japanese army, making it difficult to transport weapons and equipment into China, it would be better to select 100,000 elite Chinese officers and men to be sent to India for training. Equipment from China’s Lend-Lease supplies would be used, with American army officers providing the training, forming two armies, each of three divisions, plus one additional division and six battalions of paratroopers as reserves, and further training a number of artillery and tank units. This plan received Chiang Kai-shek’s approval. On June 3, 1942, Stilwell flew from India back to Chongqing to pay his respects to Chiang Kai-shek, once again proposing the plan to train Chinese troops in India. Chiang Kai-shek had originally intended to order the Chinese officers and men who had retreated into India to rest for a few months in India before returning to China via Tibet; but after hearing Stilwell’s plan, he approved it. Subsequently, he also agreed to airlift 50,000 additional troops to India for training. The American side also agreed to the plan of training Chinese troops in India. The U.S. Army’s Operations Division also proposed that assistance with China’s Lend-Lease supplies should be made contingent on the reform and reorganization of the Chinese army, with the amount of military supply aid determined by how military training was conducted, so that the training plan was placed on the agenda. India’s Ramgarh training base thus became well known.

On August 4, Stilwell flew to Ramgarh to personally direct the training. In view of the characteristics of jungle operations, the Chinese Army in India carried out targeted training. General Stilwell believed that the major reason the Chinese army had suffered such a crushing defeat and such heavy losses in the wilderness of Burma was its lack of experience and skill in jungle warfare; for this reason, jungle-adaptation training was essential. Stilwell carefully selected 300 American officers to serve as instructors, many of them graduates of West Point. The content of the jungle-adaptation training included: tropical jungle survival training, mainly training officers and men in identifying direction, climbing, and hunting within the jungle; and jungle tactical training, mainly training marksmanship, hand-to-hand combat, coordination, and communications within the jungle terrain. From September onward, every month Chinese soldiers were airlifted from Kunming to India on the return trip of supply transport flights, and educated young men were selected from among the Chinese soldiers, with many students assigned to learn to operate tanks. Major General Shu Shicun, director of the tank training center, placed particular value on educated youth. He said: “Today’s war is a scientific war. Every fighting tool requires clever, educated young people to operate it. Tanks in particular, whether it comes to driving, gunnery, or tactical application, all depend on modern knowledge.” Through this targeted pre-battle training, the jungle-fighting capability of the Chinese Army in India was greatly strengthened, laying a solid foundation for accomplishing the next stage’s operational tasks. Even the East India English-language newspapers publicly admitted: “As for the Chinese Army in India currently concentrated in Assam, in East India — it is a well-trained and formidable adversary, one we ought to watch closely.” In the second stage’s counteroffensive operations, the Chinese Army in India’s New 38th Division, in its very first encounter with the enemy in the Hukawng Valley, met the Japanese 18th Division, known as “the King of Jungle Warfare” — and the intensive, targeted pre-battle training in jungle terrain effectively ensured that the New 38th Division accomplished its operational objectives. The Japanese 18th Division was utterly astonished by the fighting capacity of the Chinese Army in India: “The enemy force turns out to be the Chinese army’s New 38th Division — an elite unit — and the 18th Division, which in the past encountered Chinese troops on the Chinese mainland, found them entirely different in quality, which came as a great shock. In the past, it was commonplace for a single Japanese battalion to destroy an entire Chinese division. This was especially true of the 18th Division, formed in Kyushu, which had fought long and hard on the China battlefield, ranging far and wide, and was most confident when engaging Chinese forces in combat. However, this time, the Chinese army encountered in the Hukawng (Fukan) area — whether in organization, equipment, tactics, or training — had completely transformed its appearance.” The Japanese army had to admit that, in the northern Burma direction, “the Chinese army’s fighting capacity had already reached a level of elite proficiency that could not be compared with what it had been before.” This owed a great deal to the highly targeted pre-battle training.



(2) Flexible Deployment of Troops and Skillful Use of Surprise and Unconventional Tactics Achieved Surprise in Fortress-Assault Operations

In the second stage’s campaigns, both the Chinese Army in India and the Chinese Expeditionary Force operated with initiative and flexibility, and were skilled in employing “surprise troops” and “unconventional tactics,” achieving fairly good operational results. On the northern Burma battlefield, the Sino-American Composite Assault Detachment’s raid on Myitkyina was a classic example of using “surprise troops” to achieve extraordinary effect. The Composite Assault Detachment made its raid by crossing the precipitous Kumon Mountain range, marching through dense tropical jungle, scaling cliffs and crossing precipices, hacking out paths through the dense forest, and successfully seized the Myitkyina airfield, entirely beyond Japanese expectation. The news of the Sino-American Composite Assault Detachment’s surprise capture of the Myitkyina west airfield reached the Chinese Army in India’s headquarters, and General Stilwell was overjoyed beyond measure. The capture of Myitkyina formed a pincer against the Japanese forces entrenched in northern Burma from front and rear, and the day of victory in the counteroffensive to recover northern Burma was now in sight. News of the Sino-American allied capture of the Myitkyina airfield also came as a great shock to Winston Churchill. Churchill telegraphed Lord Mountbatten inquiring how “the Americans had pulled off such a brilliant maneuver.” Mountbatten had once judged that, to occupy Mogaung and Myitkyina and recover northern Burma, five infantry divisions, one airborne division, and one advance brigade would be needed, and that carrying out this operation before the end of 1944 would be extremely difficult, and that even afterward one should not rashly attempt an operation so inadequately prepared. A day and a half later, Churchill, in Mountbatten’s name, sent Stilwell a commendation: “Under your valiant leadership, together with the courage and endurance of the American forces and Chinese forces you commanded, you have completely confounded the enemy’s expectations and captured the Myitkyina airfield, achieving an extraordinarily outstanding accomplishment,” calling it “an achievement that will be recorded in the annals of history.” On the western Yunnan battlefield, the demolition of Songshan is one example of the use of “unconventional tactics.” In the fortress-assault battle of Songshan, capturing the sub-peak’s high ground, had it been attempted through conventional methods, would inevitably have caused enormous casualties among Chinese forces. Army Commander He Shaozhou’s method of digging tunnels to carry out demolition transformed the “evil trick” of capturing the sub-peak’s bunkers into an “unconventional trick.” To this end, the 8th Army’s engineer battalion, under cover from the 246th Regiment, began digging trenches roughly 150 meters directly below the sub-peak’s position. First they dug four trenches, each 1.8 meters deep and 1 meter wide, gradually advancing toward the high ground. The trenches were covered on top to guard against enemy grenade launchers and hand grenades, and lateral connecting tunnels were dug between trenches 1 and 3, and between 2 and 4, with firing embrasures built and earthwork cover for protection. When the trenches had advanced to a point roughly 30 meters directly below the sub-peak’s bunkers, a tunnel was dug from between trenches 1 and 2, and another between 3 and 4, each tunnel 2 meters high and 1 meter wide, shored up with simple wooden props. Once calculations showed that the tunnels had reached beneath the enemy bunkers, explosive chambers were dug and packed with explosives. Calculations showed that, to thoroughly destroy the enemy bunkers, 3 tons of TNT explosives would be needed — that is, 120 crates at 25 kilograms per crate. Of these, the covering layer above the right-side explosive chamber was thicker, so 70 crates of explosives were packed there; the left-side chamber was thinner, so 50 crates were packed there. After the explosives were packed, three additional layers of earth in sandbags were packed into the explosive chambers, and then the tunnel was further packed and tamped with earth, to increase the power of the blast. In addition to installing an electrical detonation device, a fuse cord backup was also laid, to ensure there would be no possibility of failure.



(3) Decisions Divorced from Battlefield Realities Brought About Pointless Losses to Fighting Strength

In April 1942, the Chinese Expeditionary Force began organizing its withdrawal. New 38th Division commander Sun Liren and 5th Army commander Du Yuming chose two different retreat routes, and the results were worlds apart. The New 38th Division waded through rivers and trekked over mountains, and after more than 20 days of arduous but steady progress, in early May the entire division’s officers and men reached the important border town of Imphal in India. At the point of headcount, the entire division still numbered more than 7,000 men, with no large-scale attrition during the retreat. Du Yuming’s mechanized 5th Army, by contrast, from the time each unit began its withdrawal in late April, took a winding route totaling 1,500 kilometers over the following four months, encountering extreme hardship along the way and suffering heavy losses, ultimately retreating in separate groups to four different locations: Imphal and Ledo in northeastern India, and Tengchong and Lushui on the western Yunnan border. The 5th Army was the main force of the Chinese Expeditionary Force’s 1st Route, and also the Nationalist Party’s only mechanized army; when it entered Burma, the entire army, including three divisions and army-directly-subordinate units, numbered 42,000 men, comprising 42 percent of the total strength of the Chinese Expeditionary Force. In combat, it suffered 7,300 casualties; during the retreat, it suffered 14,700 casualties — non-combat attrition was twice combat attrition. After withdrawing from Burma, the entire army had only 20,000 men left — losses exceeding half — and all manner of heavy weapons and vehicles were abandoned along the retreat route.

Such an enormous loss for the 5th Army was inseparable from the mistaken choice of retreat route. Du Yuming, the commanding officer responsible for the retreat, set up a memorial altar, kneeling in mourning for the officers and men who had died on the battlefield and in the jungle; among the elegiac words he wrote through tears was this passage: “Unexpectedly the tide of battle turned against us, and our Expeditionary Force’s officers and men were forced into the jungle, trapped in a desperate situation. Our many martyrs, braving brambles and thorns, drenched by wind and rain, endured hardship in bitter suffering; their bodies unclothed, their bellies unfilled, plagued by mosquitoes and leeches, malaria and pestilence spreading, sickness raging without end — how tragic, how pitiful! Our robust sons of China perished amid the wilds, their bones scattered among the grasses, their blood soaking the peaks of a thousand mountains. Setting out on campaign, before victory could be won, they died first — their lofty ambitions unfulfilled, my grief and regret without end.” From this passage one can see just how deeply Du Yuming grieved over the losses suffered by his troops. Du Yuming was a model officer of the Nationalist Party army, quick-witted, skilled in strategic planning, strict in self-discipline, and adept in the handling of troops — a truly capable general, who had led the Nationalist Party army’s only mechanized unit, the 5th Army, to the celebrated great victory at Kunlun Pass. But in choosing the retreat route, he failed to propose a plan for the various units to cross the Gaoligong Mountains and return to China in separate routes based on the actual battlefield situation. This plan was entirely at odds with the thinking of Sun Liren of the New 38th Division. On one hand, Sun Liren disagreed with the idea of skirting around Myitkyina and returning via the Gaoligong Mountains. He believed that, since Du Yuming still commanded four divisions at that time, they should concentrate their forces and, taking advantage of the moment before the enemy had gained a firm foothold, carry out a forceful assault, retaking Myitkyina and Bhamo, and opening the road home. On the other hand, Sun Liren was dissatisfied with the continued assignment of the New 38th Division as the rear guard; the area northwest of Myitkyina was entirely tropical jungle, stretching thousands of li, with supply extremely difficult — with the main force having already passed through, his own unit might not even have tree bark or wild vegetables left to eat. Sun Liren and Du Yuming reached a deadlock in their discussion. Sun Liren pointed out: “Given the current position of the main division, it remains roughly a thousand li from the Burma-China border, and the roads are difficult and dangerous. Whereas the distance to India is only about 300 li. As the old saying goes: ‘between two advantages, take the greater; between two harms, take the lesser.’ Since both options mean retreating, why not choose the nearer route? I have decided that this division should first retreat to India, and then borrow a route back to China.” Du Yuming, however, forsook the nearer route in favor of the more distant one. When his superior, Luo Zhuoying, suggested he retreat to India, Du Yuming disagreed and replied by telegram: “If our army suffers defeat and enters India, we shall be despised by the Indian people; I intend to still shift toward Myitkyina.” At the same time, he telegraphed Chongqing, appealing directly to Chiang Kai-shek for instructions. That same day, Du Yuming received a telegram from Chiang Kai-shek approving his plan. Du Yuming, ordinarily so meticulous in his planning, failed on this occasion to take full account of the overall battlefield situation when choosing his retreat route; at this time, the Japanese 56th Division’s Matsumoto unit was advancing on Myitkyina, and the Japanese army was concentrating three of its four divisions along the Mandalay-to-Myitkyina line, intending to annihilate the Chinese Expeditionary Force as it retreated toward home.

Practice proved that the various units of the 5th Army made their way through great difficulty amid Japanese encirclement and blockade, and the Japanese army sealed off Du Yuming’s 5th Army’s route home. In view of the danger that his forces might be entirely wiped out, Du Yuming decisively issued an order changing the retreat route once again: “In order for the army to swiftly break free of the enemy, we shall instead move toward the area west of the Mandalay-Myitkyina railway, redirecting toward the line of Mengguan and Daluo.” In the course of this march, the 5th Army lost nearly all of its heavy equipment. On May 23, the vanguard units of the 5th Army learned that the Japanese army had already reached the northwestern Myitkyina area a day earlier, and Du Yuming again ordered a change of route: “In order for the army to safely cross the Yunnan-Burma border, we shall instead proceed via the Hukawng River area, first heading toward the direction of Qingjialingkamu.” And on the 31st, after an arduous trek, they reached Qingjialingkamute. At this point, Chiang Kai-shek instructed that, given the battlefield situation, Du Yuming could retreat toward Ledo, India, and Du Yuming followed this order and changed course. In the forest south of Xinpingyang, the troops encountered a sudden mountain flood, lost their way, and, amid hunger, cold, exposure, fatigue, heat exhaustion, and the spread of various other diseases, pressed on, finally reaching Ledo, India on July 25.

General Stilwell, chief of staff of the American China theater, once gave a high assessment of Chinese soldiers: “Given proper leadership, they are fully the equal of any army in the world. Chinese soldiers endure hardship and fatigue, bear long periods of thankless toil, and are accustomed to poor food, arduous missions, wounds, illness, and a life devoid of pleasure — yet they can still find ways to laugh and joke over trivial matters, remaining cheerful even in the most disheartening of circumstances. Given officers they can trust, Chinese soldiers are willing to follow them anywhere.” Tens of thousands of uncomplaining, hard-working officers and men gave their hot blood in vain on the retreat route, sacrificing themselves for their country — and the commanding officer Du Yuming’s flawed decision-making was an important contributing factor.







Part Six: Landing (Island) Operations




Chapter 61: Zheng Chenggong’s Campaign to Recover Taiwan

(April 21, 1661 – February 1, 1662)

Zheng Chenggong’s campaign to recover Taiwan was the first large-scale sea-crossing landing operation in Chinese history. It began on April 21, 1661 and ended on February 1, 1662, lasting nearly nine months. Zheng’s forces committed a total of more than 25,000 troops and over 140 ships to the campaign. The Dutch committed roughly 2,000 men and more than ten ships. In the course of the campaign, Zheng’s forces killed or wounded more than 450 of the enemy, sank three enemy ships, and damaged several others. The operation not only recovered the treasured island of Taiwan, which had been occupied by the Dutch colonizers for 38 years (1624–1662), but also created favorable conditions for the Qing government’s later unification of Taiwan.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

Taiwan lies off the southeastern coast of China and is China’s largest island, facing Fujian across the strait; Taipei is 240 kilometers from Fuzhou, and Tainan is about 300 kilometers from Xiamen. Taiwan has been Chinese territory since ancient times. As early as the Three Kingdoms period, Sun Quan, King of Wu, sent the generals Wei Wen and Zhuge Zhi to lead a naval flotilla across the sea to Taiwan (then called Yizhou). From the Tang dynasty onward, Han Chinese from the mainland settled in the Penghu Islands and Taiwan. At the end of the 13th century, the Yuan government established a patrol and inspection office on Penghu under the jurisdiction of Quanzhou prefecture in Fujian, responsible for administering Taiwan, Penghu, and the surrounding islands. The Ming dynasty inherited this institution and further stationed troops on Penghu to resist Japanese pirates, suppress bandits, and protect the security of Taiwan, thereby beginning direct central government administration over Taiwan. In the late Ming period, Zheng Zhilong, the Fujian regional military commander, used Taiwan as a base for maritime trade and brought tens of thousands of settlers from mainland Fujian, providing them with production tools and living supplies to reclaim the land.

In 1604 (the 32nd year of the Ming Wanli reign), the Dutch fleet commander Wybrand van Warwijck led a force that first invaded Penghu, building fortifications there in an attempt at long-term occupation; he was driven out by the Ming regional commander Shen Yourong. In 1622 (the 2nd year of the Tianqi reign), the Dutch fleet commander Cornelis Reyersen again led forces to invade and fortify Penghu, and repeatedly sent fleets to raid the Fujian coast. The Fujian grand coordinator Nan Juyi dispatched troops to attack, forcing the Dutch to withdraw; in 1624 (the 4th year of Tianqi) they turned instead to invade Taiwan.

In 1626, the Dutch defeated the Spanish, who held the northeastern part of Taiwan, and then forcibly occupied the whole island, beginning their colonial rule over Taiwan. After occupying Taiwan, the Dutch built a fortress on Yikunshen (a sandbar, present-day Anping), consisting of an inner and outer city, which they named “Fort Zeelandia” — known to the Taiwanese as Taiwan City (Tayouan). They also built a smaller fort on the opposite shore, which the Dutch called “Provintia” and the Taiwanese called Fort Chikan (Saccam). Using these two fortresses as bases, the Dutch colonizers subjected the Taiwanese people to brutal economic exploitation and political oppression, and used religion to pacify them, in an attempt to hold Taiwan indefinitely.

The area east of Taiwan City and north of Fort Chikan was a relatively prosperous commercial district; between the two forts lay Tai River Bay (Taijiang). Between Yikunshen and Beixianwei Island (north of Yikunshen) lay the Great Harbor (Dagang), whose channel conditions were good, allowing easy passage for ships large and small; it was guarded by four warships and several small sailing vessels. Between Beixianwei and Jialaowan (northeast of Beixianwei Island) lay Lu’ermen Harbor. The channel at Lu’ermen was narrow and winding, shallow, and full of reefs, making it difficult for ships to enter. The Dutch had once built a gun battery there to control Lu’ermen Harbor, but it had collapsed and been submerged after a typhoon; the Dutch subsequently sank hulks to block the channel. The Dutch Governor of Taiwan, Frederick Coyett, judged that with the channel at Lu’ermen blocked by sunken ships and thus impassable, there was no need to defend it — that as long as the fortresses’ heavy guns commanded the Great Harbor from the high ground, forming a position of mutual support, the two forts could be held.

Zheng Chenggong was born in 1624 in Shijing, Nan’an county, Fujian. In November 1646, Qing troops advanced south and took Zhejiang. The Ming general Zheng Zhilong (Zheng Chenggong’s father) surrendered to the Qing. On December 25, Zheng Chenggong raised several thousand troops from Nan’ao (present-day Nan’ao Island, Guangdong) and returned to Liewei (Kinmen), rising in arms and proclaiming himself Grand Marshal Recruiting Loyalty and Filial Piety (later enfeoffed by the Southern Ming court as Prince of Yanping). He anchored at Gulangyu and raised the banner of “Resist the Qing, Restore the Ming” and “Recover Taiwan.” He later established his headquarters at Xiamen, renaming it Siming Prefecture.

Zheng Chenggong had already pledged at Liewei to recover Taiwan, hoping to rescue the Taiwanese people, but for years, engaged in constant warfare against the Qing, he had been unable to move against Taiwan sooner. In 1655, in response to Dutch harassment of mainland merchant ships, and to protect national interests, Zheng Chenggong strictly forbade ships from Macao and the West from trading with Taiwan, imposing a two-year maritime blockade that dealt the Dutch colonizers a heavy economic blow.

In 1660, He Tingbin, a Taiwan-based interpreter, came from Taiwan to Xiamen to see Zheng Chenggong. He Tingbin was a native of Nan’an, Fujian, who had served as translator and accountant for the Dutch Governor of Taiwan, Coyett. He urged Zheng Chenggong to recover Taiwan, presenting maps he had drawn of Taiwan and its harbor channels, along with detailed intelligence on the strength and weaknesses of the Dutch defenses, and offered to serve as pilot. After examining the maps, Zheng Chenggong sent men to Taiwan to verify them; once he confirmed that He Tingbin’s charts were accurate, he adopted his proposal.

In January 1661, after Zheng Chenggong learned that Li Dingguo’s campaign had failed and that the Yongli Emperor had fled to Burma, he judged the overall situation for the anti-Qing resistance to be unfavorable. He therefore convened his generals at Xiamen for detailed discussion of recovering Taiwan, concluded that the time was ripe, and decided to personally lead the expedition to Taiwan.

Zheng’s landing plan: In order to sustain a long war of resistance, Zheng Chenggong resolved to drive out the Dutch invaders and recover Taiwan as a strategic base from which he could “advance to contest the heartland, or, failing that, hold a secure rear free of internal threat” while continuing the resistance against the Qing. Zheng Chenggong settled on a plan of first reaching Penghu, then advancing through Lu’ermen, and finally taking Taiwan — a landing operation designed to avoid strength and strike at weakness: he would not land on Yikunshen Island itself, nor attack Fort Zeelandia, the stronghold held by the main enemy force, thereby avoiding the Great Harbor channel commanded by enemy artillery. Instead, he would first send a detachment by small boat to land at Beixianwei to observe the Dutch and screen the movement of the main fleet; then, taking advantage of the rising tide, the main fleet would unexpectedly enter Taijiang Bay via Lu’ermen Harbor, swiftly cutting communications between Taiwan City and Fort Chikan. At the same time, the main force would land directly at Heliao Harbor (north of Fort Chikan), an area the Dutch had left undefended, encircling the lightly garrisoned Fort Chikan, before destroying the enemy piecemeal.

The Dutch anti-landing plan: At the end of 1659, once the Dutch colonizers learned that Zheng Chenggong intended to recover Taiwan, they treated the threat with great seriousness, repeatedly sending men to gather intelligence and reinforcing Taiwan’s defenses, hoping to rely on the fortresses’ strong works and superior artillery to repel any landing by Zheng’s forces.

Deployment of Zheng’s forces: The invasion fleet was organized into two echelons. The first echelon, personally commanded by Zheng Chenggong, had 120 ships and 25,000 men; the second echelon, commanded by subordinate generals Huang An and Liu Jun among others, had more than 20 ships and 6,000 men. The first echelon secretly assembled at Liaoluo Bay, Kinmen, to await orders to sail. Meanwhile, to secure his rear, Zheng Chenggong ordered his son Zheng Jing to hold Xiamen and Kinmen and guard against a Qing attack from the north. To match the demands of the coming battle, Zheng organized his landing troops into units of broadswordsmen, archers, shield-bearers, and musketeers/gunners, so as to improve combat effectiveness.

Dutch deployment: In 1650, in anticipation of an attack by Zheng’s forces, the Dutch East India Company headquarters at Batavia (present-day Jakarta) decided that “Fort Zeelandia (Taiwan City) should, even in peacetime, never be garrisoned by fewer than 1,200 men.” In 1660 (the 17th year of the Shunzhi reign), the Dutch again dispatched a fleet of twelve ships carrying 1,453 men to reinforce Taiwan. However, because Zheng Chenggong had carried out a series of deceptive maneuvers, the Dutch command mistakenly concluded that Zheng’s forces would not attack Taiwan after all, and withdrew part of the reinforcement. By the eve of Zheng’s assault, total Dutch strength on Taiwan was about 2,000 men, the bulk of them concentrated in Taiwan City and, across from it, Fort Chikan, with the remainder scattered among outlying posts. Taiwan City’s walls were “276 zhang and six chi in circumference, more than three zhang high, and two-storied,” mounting more than 30 heavy guns and garrisoned by Governor Coyett in person with over 1,100 men. Fort Chikan’s walls were “45 zhang in circumference and more than three zhang high,” ringed with heavy guns and defended by 500 men under the Dutch officer Jacobus Valentijn (Miao Nanshimen [Valentijn]). Other outposts such as Tamsui and Jilong (Keelung) were held by a defense force of about 200 men in total.




II. Course of the Battle

On April 8, 1661 (the 10th day of the third month of the 18th year of Shunzhi), Zheng’s forces held an oath-taking ceremony at Kinmen (“sacrifice to the river”) and moved into final preparations, opening the campaign to recover Taiwan. The operation can be roughly divided into three phases:


(1) Landing at Heliao Harbor (April 21–30, 1661)

On the morning of April 21, 1661, Zheng Chenggong personally led the first echelon out from Liaoluo Bay, guided by the Penghu patrol commander Hong Xuan, advancing toward Taiwan. After a day’s voyage, the fleet arrived safely off Penghu by noon the next day, and the ships anchored at Penghu island and its neighboring islets “to await favorable winds before setting out again.” On April 25, the fleet departed Penghu and continued sailing toward the main island of Taiwan. On reaching the Ganjie Islets (present-day Dongji and Xiji Islands), the sea suddenly whipped up into a storm, forcing the fleet to turn back to Penghu and anchor to ride it out. The storm continued for several days without let-up; food supplies within the fleet grew increasingly scarce, and the morale of some officers and men began to waver.

At this critical juncture, He Tingbin and the commander Ma Xin advised Zheng Chenggong: “On the morning of the second [day of the month] and through the whole night there will be thick fog, poor visibility — we should move quickly.” Also wanting to catch the spring tide needed to enter Lu’ermen, Zheng Chenggong made a swift decision: he ordered Chen Guang and Lin Fu to remain behind with 3,000 troops to hold Penghu, while he himself led the main force in braving wind and rain to cross the strait. At dawn on April 30 (the second day of the fourth month), the fleet finally approached Lu’ermen Harbor. Around midday, guided by He Tingbin, with Commander Ma Xin in the vanguard, Zheng’s fleet avoided the Great Harbor, which was heavily defended by the Dutch, and instead took advantage of the rising tide to push through the lightly defended Lu’ermen channel. The leading naval units seized Beixianwei Island by surprise, swiftly securing Lu’ermen Harbor, thereby ensuring that the main force could safely enter Taijiang Bay and land at Heliao Harbor, advancing on Fort Chikan from the flank. When the Taiwanese people saw Zheng’s forces arrive, they rushed to welcome and assist them, and Zheng’s troops quickly established a firm foothold.

In less than two hours, the bulk of Zheng’s forces had entered Taijiang Bay, with an advance party of about 2,000 men successfully landing at Heliao Harbor. Riding this momentum, Zheng’s troops launched a fierce assault toward Fort Chikan. The Dutch first tried to halt Zheng’s advance with artillery fire, but because the range was too great, most of the shells fell harmlessly into the sea; the Dutch then counterattacked once, but were met head-on and badly mauled by Zheng’s forces, suffering heavy casualties, and the survivors could only huddle inside the fort, not daring to sortie, while urgently appealing to Taiwan City for help. Zheng’s forces immediately seized the surrounding high ground, cutting off communications between Fort Chikan and Taiwan City.



(2) Capture of Fort Chikan (May 1–4, 1661)

On May 1, in an attempt to retake control of Lu’ermen and the surrounding waters and reopen communications with Fort Chikan, Coyett organized a three-pronged counterattack by land and sea. The first column, four warships, sailed north along the west side of Beixianwei Island from the Great Harbor, intending to strike the rear of Zheng’s follow-on echelon. Zheng Chenggong immediately dispatched 60 large warships south from Lu’ermen Harbor to intercept. The naval battle unfolded in the waters west of Beixianwei Island. Zheng’s forces concentrated six large warships against the Dutch flagship Hector, pressing a fierce cannonade and closing in with fire ships for close combat. The Hector’s magazine was struck and the ship exploded and sank. The Gravenlande and Vink were damaged and, together with the Maria, fled toward Batavia. The second Dutch column, 240 men under Captain Thomas Pedel, abandoned ship and landed at the southern tip of Beixianwei Island in an attempted counterattack. Zheng’s 4,000 troops on Beixianwei held the advantageous terrain, launched a fierce assault led by archers, and then sent 800 picked men to circle around and strike the Dutch from the rear, catching them in a pincer. After an hour of fierce fighting, the entire Dutch force was wiped out. In this engagement, the Dutch invaders themselves admitted that many of their men “threw down their muskets without even firing a shot at the enemy. They fled headlong in panic… the soldiers no longer obeyed orders; they were terror-stricken and fled for their lives, each man for himself. The Chinese pressed their advantage and attacked fiercely… the captain and his entire company of 180 men were all killed.” The third Dutch column, 200 men under Captain Aldorp, tried to cross from Taiwan City to reinforce Fort Chikan, but was intercepted by Zheng’s forces; only 60 men managed to land, and the remainder retreated to Taiwan City. Having crushed this counterattack, Zheng’s forces tightened the encirclement of both Taiwan City and Fort Chikan.

After their failed land and sea counterattacks, the Dutch pulled back their forces, hoping to hold out in the two isolated forts of Taiwan City and Fort Chikan, and resorted to the delaying tactic of a false offer to surrender in order to buy time for reinforcements. Zheng Chenggong saw through this ruse. After the Dutch commander at Fort Chikan failed to make good on his surrender pledge, Zheng organized several assaults, but without success. At this point, local Taiwanese residents suggested to Zheng Chenggong: “In the high hills outside the city there is a water source that flows down and around the moat and through the city. The city has no wells of its own and depends entirely on this water for drinking. If its source is cut off, within three days the defenders will be in dire straits.” After Zheng’s forces cut off Fort Chikan’s water supply as advised, the Dutch commandant Valentijn, finding himself in “an isolated fort, its water source severed,” did indeed wish to surrender. As it happened, Valentijn’s younger brother and sister-in-law had been captured by Zheng’s forces; Zheng Chenggong treated them well and released them. When the brother returned to Fort Chikan, he told of how Zheng Chenggong had treated the prisoners generously and vouched for Zheng’s guarantee that “those who lay down their arms will not be harmed.” On May 4, Valentijn led more than 300 men in surrender to Zheng Chenggong. Thus Zheng Chenggong captured Fort Chikan at relatively small cost.



(3) Siege of Taiwan City (May 5, 1661 – February 1, 1662)

On the same day Fort Chikan fell, Zheng’s forces advanced on Taiwan City along three routes. One column of about 3,000–4,000 men crossed Taijiang to the west; another of about 6,000–7,000 men landed on the south end of Qikunshen Island on the morning of May 5 and advanced north along the Yangju military post (a Dutch outpost on Sankunshen Island); and a further naval detachment anchored off the eastern side of Taiwan City. Zheng Chenggong’s main force converged around Taiwan City, forming a full encirclement.

On May 25, unable to hold the outlying commercial district, the Dutch abandoned it and withdrew into the fortress, intending to hold out. After Zheng’s forces entered the district, Zheng ordered an assault on the fort. But because Dutch artillery fire was fierce and the walls strong, Zheng’s forces suffered heavy casualties and made little headway. The Dutch counterattacked, but were driven back by archers under Ma Xin and Liu Guoxuan. After several failed assaults on the fort, the staff officer Xiao Gongchen advised: “Taiwan City stands isolated with no hope of relief; it cannot hold out much longer. Pressing the attack only causes excessive casualties on our side. Better to build blockhouses between our various camps, tighten the siege lines and walls, and mount a long-term blockade; once the food inside the city is exhausted, they will surely surrender.” Zheng Chenggong adopted this proposal and ordered it carried out. On May 30, Zheng’s generals Huang An and Liu Jun and others brought the follow-on echelon of 6,000 men and 20 ships to Taiwan, further strengthening Zheng’s forces.

When the Dutch Governor-General at Batavia learned from the returning defeated ships of the dangerous situation in Taiwan, he ordered Jacob Caeuw on July 5 to lead a relief fleet of ten warships and several flyboats carrying 720 men to reinforce Taiwan. Caeuw’s fleet reached Taiwan on August 12, but because the winds were too strong for a landing, it anchored in the waters southwest of Taiwan City. Learning of this, Zheng Chenggong readjusted his dispositions, secretly moving up 40 additional warships to lie in wait. On September 10, as the winds subsided, the Dutch relief force approached to land near Taiwan City. On September 15, the Dutch decided on a combined land-and-sea counterattack: at sea, two of their main warships would sail back toward the city’s flank and use naval gunfire to destroy Zheng’s shore batteries and vessels, while another 20 ships attacked Zheng’s warships offshore; on land, simultaneous with the naval action, 400 troops would launch a frontal assault on the city district, in an effort to break through Zheng’s encirclement in one stroke.

On September 16, Caeuw’s fleet attacked Zheng’s naval forces at the Great Harbor. Zheng Chenggong ordered his generals Chen Ze, Chen Jimei, Luo Wenzhang, and others to concentrate ships several times the enemy’s number, seize a position of advantage, and give battle. After an hour of fierce fighting, they sank two Dutch warships in succession and captured one ship and three small boats along with their crews. On land, the Dutch counterattack met stubborn resistance from Zheng’s forces and achieved nothing, forcing the Dutch back into Taiwan City. In this engagement Zheng’s forces killed 120 Dutch troops and took 360 prisoners. From then on, the Dutch no longer dared to sortie and could only hold on the defensive. With no hope of relief, and short of food and medicine, disease spread among the Dutch garrison; deaths from combat and illness had by then reached more than 1,600, leaving only some 700 men still under arms, their morale low, with desertions and surrenders occurring continually. In a bid to save the situation, on November 26 Caeuw took three warships and two fast boats and fled Taiwan for Fujian, hoping to conspire with the Qing forces there to attack Xiamen and force Zheng Chenggong to lift the siege of Taiwan to go to its relief. However, his fleet ran into a storm off Penghu and was forced to turn back toward Taiwan; Caeuw seized the chance to escape with two of the Dutch ships back to Batavia, and the Dutch plot to collude with the Qing forces to attack Zheng from both sides came to nothing.

In January 1662 (the 12th month of the 15th year of Yongli), Taiwan City had been under siege by the Dutch for nine months. Inside the city, water and food were scarce, and the garrison was exhausted. “No small number of soldiers suffered from dysentery, scurvy, edema, and deaths occurred daily.” The bulk of the Dutch defenders had lost their fighting ability. Judging the moment ripe for a decisive assault, Zheng Chenggong launched a renewed general offensive against Taiwan City at dawn on January 25. Zheng’s forces concentrated 28 cannon, directly bombarding and covering an assault on Fort Utrecht, the redoubt overlooking Taiwan City, firing more than 2,500 rounds; the fort fell that same evening. The Dutch colonizers convened an emergency council and decided to surrender the fortress under the most favorable terms they could obtain.

On February 1, 1662, Coyett signed the instrument of surrender on behalf of the Dutch. With that, Taiwan — occupied by the Dutch colonizers for 38 years — was restored to China.





III. Analysis

Zheng Chenggong’s recovery of Taiwan was a patriotic act to defend national sovereignty and resist foreign invasion, and it was also a successful example of using strategy and stratagem to defeat a stronger enemy despite inferior equipment. Analyzing how this campaign was carried out is useful not only for deepening our understanding of the history of the struggle for China’s national unity, but also offers valuable lessons for the study of modern landing operations.


(1) The confidence of certain victory and firm resolve were the prerequisites for success

Zheng Chenggong had already been contemplating the recovery of Taiwan from the very start of his uprising. This is borne out by the poem “Recovering Taiwan,” which he wrote after the campaign, in which he says: “Having opened up these wild lands and driven out the barbarians, ten years of hard work have at last laid the foundation.” The Dutch themselves recorded in documents from 1646 the possibility that Zheng Chenggong might attack Taiwan. In 1652, a Dutch missionary on Taiwan reported to the Dutch East India Company that Zheng Chenggong was “eyeing Taiwan covetously, and ultimately intends to seize the region.” That same year, Guo Huaiyi, a former subordinate of Zheng Zhilong and a leader of the Taiwanese populace, organized a large-scale uprising against Dutch rule, planning to seize the Dutch stronghold of Taiwan City by surprise and then invite Zheng’s forces to come and recover Taiwan. But the plot was betrayed, and the uprising was brutally suppressed by the Dutch colonizers and quickly failed. In 1656, Zheng Chenggong conducted a probing operation against the Dutch on Taiwan, ordering all merchant vessels to be barred from sailing to Taiwan, causing Taiwan’s trade volume to fall sharply. But this move did not seriously damage the Dutch colonizers, and two years later Zheng Chenggong lifted the blockade. At that time, the main reasons Zheng Chenggong had not yet undertaken a large-scale landing operation were: first, the Qing army was Zheng Chenggong’s most powerful enemy, and since his position on the mainland in the fight against the Qing was still relatively favorable, the need to recover Taiwan was not yet especially pressing; second, an expedition to distant Taiwan risked pushing the Qing and the Dutch into an alliance, which could have left Zheng’s forces caught between two enemies, with very serious consequences.

However, as Zheng Chenggong suffered a series of defeats in his northern campaigns against the Qing and sustained heavy losses, and as the Qing forces continued to press him, his strategic room for maneuver grew increasingly narrow, until he controlled only the small area of Xiamen, Kinmen, and their environs — a perilous situation. At sea, the Dutch colonizers who held Taiwan continually harassed Zheng’s maritime trade fleets, inflicting serious damage on his finances. Moreover, in the early 17th century Dutch economic and military strength was “second to none in the world” — “its merchant shipping tonnage accounted for 50 percent of the world total, and its fleet’s real strength far exceeded the combined power of England and France,” earning it the title “the world’s carrier” — and its weaponry and equipment far outmatched Zheng’s own. In addition, the decision to recover Taiwan was, at the time, far from universally accepted; not only did some of Zheng’s own subordinates have serious reservations, but even his close aide Zhang Huangyan strongly opposed it. Zhang even criticized the plan to recover Taiwan, warning that “if we seek only temporary ease, we will surely be mocked for a thousand generations.” Yet Zheng Chenggong’s resolve did not waver because of this. Also, after Zheng Chenggong suffered a major setback in his northern expedition against the Qing at Nanjing in 1659, his forces lost a great deal of territory and manpower, his rear bases at Xiamen and Kinmen came under mounting threat, and, facing a shrinking strategic position, he grew ever more determined to recover Taiwan as a secure base — a place from which he could “advance to contest the heartland, or, failing that, hold a rear free of internal threat” — and pressed ahead resolutely with the plan despite the many objections.



(2) Thorough reconnaissance and careful planning of routes and timing were important conditions for the campaign’s success

[Note: subsection headings (2) and (3) of the original correspond to material already presented in Section II above; the surviving text of the analysis resumes at subsection (4).]



(4) Careful selection of the crossing timing and route of advance was crucial to the campaign’s success

Zheng Chenggong conducted thorough reconnaissance, chose the correct timing for the sea crossing and the proper route of advance, and drew up a meticulous operational plan. As to the timing of departure, Zheng Chenggong and his subordinates, who were thoroughly familiar with the patterns of the sea and weather in the strait, set the date of departure for April 21. At that time the Taiwan Strait monsoon had just shifted from north to south, and the date also avoided the season of frequent typhoons, making it suitable for the fleet’s voyage. Furthermore, during the period when the southwest monsoon prevailed, it would have been almost impossible for the beleaguered Dutch garrison on Taiwan to send ships sailing against the wind and waves to Batavia to seek help. Even the Dutch governor of Taiwan, Coyett, later admitted that this was “an excellent opportunity” for Zheng’s forces to attack. As to the timing of the landing itself, Zheng Chenggong chose to carry it out on April 29 (the first day of the fourth lunar month). This took into account that Zheng’s fleet planned to enter Taijiang Bay, its intended landing area, via Lu’ermen, but the channel at Lu’ermen was badly silted, and only during a spring tide could large ships pass through. According to the experience accumulated by local people at the time, the highest tides of the lunar month at Taiwan fell on the first and sixteenth days. As it happened, at dawn that day a heavy sea fog also descended, providing excellent cover for Zheng’s forces to make their landing. As to the route of advance, since the Dutch had built no defenses on Penghu, Zheng’s forces decided to sail from Liaoluo Bay at Kinmen, first reaching Penghu and using it as a staging base for the advance on Taiwan. From Penghu, the way into Taijiang Bay ran through a chain of islands forming an inner strait, with two navigable channels: one, called the South Channel, ran between Yikunshen Island and Beixianwei Island; it was broad and deep and easy for ships to enter, but the Dutch had built their largest fortress, Taiwan City, on Yikunshen, whose heavy guns could seal off the South Channel and its approaches, while Fort Chikan on the eastern side of Taijiang could also provide supporting fire; the other, called the North Channel, ran between Beixianwei and Lu’ermen Island, was shallow, sandy, and narrow, and impassable to large ships — but the Dutch had built no defenses there at all. Zheng Chenggong had already learned through He Tingbin that the North Channel became fully navigable during spring tides, and so decided to enter Taijiang via the North Channel. This choice would both avoid Dutch artillery and achieve the advantage of surprise. In the actual operation, Zheng’s forces successfully executed this plan, using the combination of the spring tide and heavy sea fog to pass through Lu’ermen unimpeded, land on Taiwan, and strike first at Fort Chikan. The sudden appearance of Zheng’s forces caught the Dutch completely by surprise, so much so that the Dutch defenders at the time were left, in their own words, “at a loss, not knowing whether to advance or retreat.” The Dutch colonizers had confidently believed they could repel any landing by Zheng’s forces, arrogantly declaring: “The Chinese do not know how close to death they stand — should they dare to violate our territory, our shore batteries stand ready, and the moment their ships arrive we will open fire in succession, leaving nothing of them behind.” Yet, however much the Dutch anticipated this, they could not have imagined that Zheng’s fleet would instead sail into Taijiang via Lu’ermen, entirely outside the range of their heavy guns. Confronted with the sight of Zheng’s vast fleet, the Dutch could only exclaim in astonishment that it seemed to have “descended from the sky.”

Although Zheng’s forces successfully achieved surprise in the landing, their failure to anticipate the possibility of unusual weather conditions once left the force in serious difficulty over food supply. During August and September of 1661 (the seventh month through the intercalary seventh month by the Qing calendar, or the seventh to eighth months by the Ming calendar), continuous storms lasting over a month struck the Taiwan Strait, preventing grain ships from Kinmen and Xiamen from reaching Taiwan in time, leaving Zheng’s troops in a state where “officers and men ate only two meals a day, and many fell ill and died.”



(5) The successful use of strategic deception effectively concealed the campaign’s true intentions

To conceal his operational intentions and achieve surprise, Zheng Chenggong employed a series of clever deceptive measures. For example, he had merchants who traveled regularly between the mainland and Taiwan spread false rumors, claiming that Zheng Chenggong had heard Taiwan’s defenses were strong and that Batavia had already reinforced the island, and that he had abandoned all hope of attacking Taiwan and had given up the plan entirely. He also arranged, through Dutch officials in Japan, to convey to Taiwan the message that Zheng Chenggong had completely given up on the idea of attacking the island and “was determined to fight to the death on his own soil, even to the point of sacrificing his own life, rather than move against Taiwan.” In October 1660, when the Dutch, uncertain of Zheng’s true intentions, used the pretext of requesting a reply letter to send an agent to Xiamen to probe Zheng’s war preparations, Zheng Chenggong received the messenger with great courtesy and “expressed the utmost goodwill toward the Dutch East India Company.” He also had the messenger carry back a letter addressed to the “Governor of Taiwan,” in which he stated that the Dutch side’s suspicion that “I am preparing to take some hostile action against your esteemed country” was “utterly groundless,” and expressed the hope that “the Governor of Taiwan would act with complete impartiality, set aside all suspicion, and restore the friendly relations of old.”

Zheng Chenggong also exploited the complacency of the Dutch military commander, Jan van Iperen, who did not believe that a Chinese army would actually attack Taiwan, and made this psychological weakness the focus of his deception. At first, when van Iperen noticed that Zheng’s merchant ships had stopped coming to trade with Taiwan for a long time, he suspected that Zheng Chenggong was mustering ships in preparation for an attack. To dispel Dutch suspicions, Zheng Chenggong had his uncle Zheng Tai and He Tingbin repeatedly write to van Iperen, explaining that the reason trade had been suspended was that Coyett had seized the property of Zheng Tai’s business interests on Taiwan; he asked van Iperen to intervene on his behalf and stated that, should the matter not be satisfactorily resolved, he would appeal directly to Batavia headquarters — while also indicating that, if the Dutch side returned his uncle’s confiscated property, he would urge Zheng’s side to resume trade with Taiwan. As a result, van Iperen became ever more convinced that Zheng’s forces had no intention of attacking Taiwan.

Zheng Chenggong’s strategy of laying down a smokescreen of peaceful intentions paid off handsomely. In February 1661, van Iperen “took these letters and, together with his officers, sailed for Batavia aboard the ships Dolphin and Vogelstruys.” On his return, he spread word everywhere that Zheng Chenggong had no intention of attacking Taiwan and that Taiwan required no further reinforcement, greatly influencing Batavia’s assessment of the situation on Taiwan. Even Coyett, who had consistently believed that Zheng’s forces would eventually take action against Taiwan, was thereby lulled into relaxing his guard, and dispatched part of his fleet to conduct trade elsewhere, leaving Taiwan’s defenses even more hollow — creating further favorable conditions for Zheng’s attack on Taiwan.

In addition, during the preparations for the attack on Taiwan, in order to conceal his intentions and lull the enemy, Zheng Chenggong wrote to Coyett claiming that his military buildup was aimed at a northern campaign against the Qing, and that he had absolutely no intention of attacking Taiwan; at the same time, he sent merchant ships to Taiwan to resume trade with the Dutch, so as to further lull them. The Dutch, believing this to be true, even redeployed reinforcements originally intended for Taiwan to attack Macao instead, further reducing Taiwan’s defensive strength.



(6) Political and psychological warfare played an important supporting role in this campaign

Zheng Chenggong placed great emphasis on combining political offensives with military action, waging psychological warfare against the enemy. On the second day after the landing, Zheng Chenggong sent separate letters to the Dutch commanders of the two forts urging surrender, and posted proclamations in prominent places calling for capitulation — on the one hand solemnly declaring that Taiwan was Chinese territory and that the Dutch must return it to China, and on the other hand promising that any Dutch who surrendered would have their lives and property protected. Once Fort Chikan’s links to the outside world and its water supply had been cut, and the morale of its defenders had begun to waver, Zheng Chenggong seized the moment to intensify his political offensive, again writing to the fort’s commander, Valentijn, urging him to surrender. At the same time, he took advantage of the capture of Valentijn’s younger brother and sister-in-law to treat them with courtesy before sending them back to Fort Chikan. After the two returned and recounted in person how Zheng’s forces had treated prisoners well and had promised that those who laid down their arms would not be harmed, this psychological campaign played an important role in bringing about Valentijn’s eventual surrender.

According to records, during the siege of Taiwan City, Zheng Chenggong sent letters urging the Dutch commander to surrender on seven separate occasions, and conducted extensive efforts to win over and subvert middle- and lower-ranking Dutch officers — especially once the Dutch garrison was reduced to a desperate, isolated defense — resulting in repeated desertions and surrenders among the Dutch. In addition, Zheng’s forces also extended offers of amnesty and protection to Dutch civilians who had taken refuge in various parts of Taiwan, inducing them to submit and placing them under Zheng’s protection.



(7) Winning the support of the broad mass of the Taiwanese people played an important role in isolating the Dutch colonizers

Zheng Chenggong clearly understood that, to ensure the smooth progress of the struggle to drive out the Dutch colonizers, it was essential to win the support of the broad mass of the Taiwanese people. During the campaign to recover Taiwan, Zheng’s forces took a series of measures: publicizing the righteousness of their cause in recovering Taiwan, enforcing strict military discipline, treating the Taiwanese people well, and abolishing the various oppressive Dutch policies — all of which won them great support from the people of Taiwan.

Among the Han Chinese population of Taiwan, many already had some awareness of Zheng Chenggong; not a few of them were settlers who had been brought to Taiwan by Zheng Zhilong in earlier years, or their descendants. Having suffered brutal oppression and exploitation under Dutch rule, it was relatively easy to win their support for the struggle against the Dutch. When Zheng’s main fleet was delayed by storms at Penghu, Zheng Chenggong had already sent two ships ahead to Taiwan to reconnoiter and rouse the local population. On April 28, the two ships returned to Penghu bearing heartening news: the local population would warmly welcome the return of their homeland to Chinese rule. Indeed, when Zheng’s forces landed at Heliao Harbor on the 30th, “several thousand Chinese residents at once came out to greet them, assisting the landing with carts and other equipment.” In this way, in less than two hours several thousand troops completed their landing. And the encirclement that cut off and surrounded Taiwan City and Fort Chikan was, likewise, “completed within three or four hours, thanks to the assistance of 25,000 able-bodied local Chinese residents.” In all, nearly 30,000 Taiwanese people spontaneously took up arms to help Zheng’s forces land, besiege the forts, and mop up remaining Dutch forces.

Some of Taiwan’s indigenous peoples had, under Dutch rule, been forced to accept Christian baptism and Dutch-style education. Zheng Chenggong also carried out extensive efforts to unite and win over the indigenous population. Shortly after Zheng’s army landed, when chiefs of several indigenous communities near Fort Chikan came to pay their respects, Zheng Chenggong held a generous banquet to receive them, and bestowed upon them official robes, hats, boots, and belts as tokens of his regard, extending sympathy and support. Zheng Chenggong’s warm and conciliatory manner deeply moved the indigenous chiefs, so that “communities from north and south, hearing the news, hastened to submit one after another, and each was received and feasted according to custom, so that all the communities were pacified and won over.” Zheng Chenggong personally visited communities such as Sin-kang, Tavocan, and Mattau to inspect conditions; the indigenous residents “carried jars of wine and lined the roads to welcome him.” Zheng Chenggong spoke kindly to them and bestowed food, wine, tobacco, and cloth, and the indigenous people were “greatly pleased and comforted.” To safeguard the interests of the indigenous population, when Zheng Chenggong issued his order for military land reclamation, he repeatedly emphasized that troops “must not encroach upon the lands or fields being cultivated by the indigenous people or the common folk,” and that “any violation will be dealt with strictly according to law.” He subsequently punished officers such as Xuanyi garrison commander Wu Hao, who had “plundered the silver and grain of the Taiwanese people,” and Yang Chaodong, who had shortchanged the distribution of monthly rations. Zheng Chenggong’s policy of uniting the indigenous peoples was well rewarded: the indigenous population actively supported his campaign to drive out the Dutch, and they voluntarily helped Zheng’s forces root out Dutch soldiers hiding among their communities. A Dutch missionary named Hambroek lamented bitterly: “No matter where our people turn, they cannot escape the tiger’s mouth.”







Chapter 62: The Qing Government’s (Shi Lang’s) Campaign to Recover Taiwan

(February 1662 – June 1683)

The Qing government’s (Shi Lang’s) recovery of Taiwan was a complex process that combined war and negotiation by turns — a protracted struggle involving strength, wisdom, and the winning of hearts and minds. It spanned the 22 years from February 1662, when Zheng Chenggong, the great anti-Qing general of the late Ming, drove out the Dutch colonial rulers, until June 1683 (the 22nd year of the Qing Kangxi reign), when the Qing general Shi Lang launched the campaign to seize Penghu and recover Taiwan. The Battle of Penghu was the strategic, decisive battle of the armed recovery of Taiwan. The Qing government appointed Shi Lang, the Fujian Naval Commander, as commander-in-chief, leading more than 230 warships and over 20,000 naval troops into the campaign. In this engagement, Qing forces burned, sank, or destroyed more than 200 of the Zheng forces’ ships of various sizes and wiped out more than 20,000 Zheng troops; by bringing overwhelming force to bear and pressing right up to the walls of the city, the Qing compelled the Zheng regime to surrender and submit, peacefully recovering the main island of Taiwan, completing the great cause of national unification, and finally resolving the Taiwan question.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

In 1661, Zheng Chenggong drove out the Dutch colonizers and recovered Taiwan, the territory of the motherland. The following year Zheng Chenggong died, and his son Zheng Jing succeeded him, leading the remaining forces in a stand-off with the Qing government across the strait. At first, the Qing government’s newly established navy was relatively weak and unable to retake Taiwan; moreover, years of continuous warfare had left the treasury in difficulty. Not until the Kangxi era, when the political situation stabilized and the economy recovered, did resolving the Taiwan question begin to appear on the government’s agenda. Because a sea-crossing campaign would impose enormous political and economic costs, the Qing government adopted a policy of “pacification first, war later,” relying primarily on negotiated settlement and offers of amnesty while holding the threat of force in reserve. Because Zheng Jing refused to accept amnesty, insisting instead on being treated as an independent neighboring state on equal footing with the Qing, relations between the Qing and the Zheng regime — which had gradually evolved into a regional separatist power — moved from military confrontation to a cross-strait stand-off. Nine rounds of pacification negotiations all failed, resulting in prolonged division between the mainland and Taiwan and ultimately compelling the Qing government to resolve the Taiwan question by force.

Qing objectives by phase: According to the evolving military situation between the two sides, the campaign can be divided into roughly four phases. In the first phase (1661–1664), with the Zheng forces confined to islands near the coast, the Qing’s basic strategy was armed suppression combined with offers of amnesty, seeking a swift and decisive victory. In the second phase (1665–1672), as the Zheng forces withdrew to defend Taiwan and Qing economic and military strength remained limited, the Qing’s basic strategy was to maintain the cross-strait stand-off while making every effort to win over the Zheng side through amnesty, seeking a peaceful resolution. In the third phase (1673–1680), amid the rise of the “Rebellion of the Three Feudatories” in the south and the resurgence of separatist forces in the north, the Qing’s basic strategy relied primarily on pacification, combined with limited suppression as circumstances required, in coordination with the broader nationwide struggle. In the fourth phase (1681–1683), with the Three Feudatories suppressed and internal strife intensifying within the Zheng regime, the Qing’s basic strategy was to seize the opportunity to launch a decisive offensive, wipe out the Zheng regime in one stroke, and secure the maritime frontier.

Zheng forces’ objectives: The Zheng regime sought to rely on the strait’s natural barrier to buy time to expand and strengthen its power, aiming to establish a “free kingdom” independent of Qing rule.




II. Course of the Campaign

In line with the Qing government’s shifting strategy and the evolving military situation, the campaign to recover Taiwan unfolded across roughly four phases.


(1) Armed suppression combined with offers of amnesty (1661–1664)

In May 1662 Zheng Chenggong died. His son Zheng Jing was stationed at Xiamen at the time, and Zheng Chenggong’s younger brother Zheng Xi plotted to seize the succession. On learning of this, Zheng Jing immediately prepared to return to Taiwan with Zhou Quanbin, Chen Yonghua, Feng Xifan, and others to secure his rightful position. Taking advantage of this internal strife within the Zheng camp, the Qing governor-general of Fujian, Li Shuaitai, and Prince Jingnan, Geng Jimao, sent envoys to Xiamen offering terms for surrender: “shave the head and submit to the mandate, and generous titles and honors will follow.” To avoid renewed fighting at Kinmen and Xiamen — and thus a two-front war — while he was away contesting the succession in Taiwan, Zheng Jing postponed his return and convened his military leaders, including Zheng Tai and Hong Xu, to settle on terms for accepting pacification: “hoping to be treated according to the precedent of Korea — not shaving the head, but acknowledging vassal status and paying tribute.” In August, Li Shuaitai sent an envoy to Xiamen to press the point, demanding that Zheng Jing return the seals of the prefectures and counties he had previously occupied, so that Li could petition the throne. Caught between pressures from both sides, Zheng Jing decided to make temporary use of the offer of amnesty to buy time, planning to reconsider once the succession crisis had been settled; he handed over the 25 official seals of the prefectures and counties he held. While Li Shuaitai and Geng Jimao traveled to the capital to report and await orders, they also instructed the naval commander Shi Lang and the commander Ma Degong to intensify training, and secretly planted spies to sow discord and mutual suspicion within the Zheng camp. Zheng Jing, for his part, used the lull created by the amnesty talks to entrust the affairs of Kinmen and Xiamen to his uncle Zheng Tai and to Hong Xu, while he himself rushed his fleet to Taiwan in October, eliminating Huang Zhao and other ringleaders of the rebellion and stabilizing the situation on Taiwan. In January 1663, Zheng Jing led his forces back to Xiamen, engineered the killing of his uncle Zheng Tai, who had been plotting to seize power, and moved his forces to occupy Kinmen. Zheng Tai’s younger brother Zheng Mingjun and others, fearing implication in the plot, surrendered to the Qing with more than 20,000 troops, becoming a core component of the Qing navy.

As for the terms Zheng Jing proposed for accepting pacification, the Kangxi Emperor held that, as Zheng Jing was Chinese, he should not be granted the “Korean precedent.” With suspicion rife within the Zheng camp and the economies of Kinmen and Xiamen in decline, in early 1663 Kangxi issued an edict ordering Fujian’s land and naval forces to move against the Zheng forces as opportunity allowed. Learning that the Qing intended a major campaign against Xiamen, Zheng Jing concentrated his forces at Kinmen and Xiamen, fortified Weitou, and prepared for battle. In October, with the assistance of a Dutch fleet, Qing forces captured Kinmen and Xiamen; the Zheng forces withdrew to Dongshan. The Qing invited the Dutch to join in clearing out the remaining Zheng forces at Dongshan, but the Dutch instead demanded that the Qing attack Taiwan itself; the Qing declined, and the Dutch departed in displeasure. Taking advantage of the Zheng forces’ loss of Kinmen and Xiamen, Geng Jimao and Li Shuaitai sent officials to Dongshan and other areas to offer amnesty. Zheng Jing still insisted on “the Korean precedent — if forced to shave my head and submit, I would rather die.” But under mounting pressure from both sides, growing numbers of his followers began surrendering. In March 1664, Qing naval forces advanced to Bachimen, and the Zheng general Huang Ting surrendered along with more than 60,000 soldiers and civilians. That same month, Qing forces crossed the strait and took Tongshan (in the northeast of present-day Dongshan Island), and the Zheng general Huang Ting’s forces — over 32,000 strong — surrendered as well. With all the near-shore islands lost, Zheng Jing had no choice but to lead his remaining forces in flight back to Taiwan.



(2) Cross-strait stand-off, all-out efforts at pacification (1665–1672)

In July 1664, determined to eliminate the Zheng regime once and for all, the Qing court appointed Shi Lang as General Pacifying the Seas, using surrendered Zheng troops as the core of a reorganized navy. In December, Shi Lang led his fleet out from Kinmen to attack Taiwan, but once at sea a sudden typhoon struck, and with the ships unable to make headway against the wind, he was forced to turn back. In late March 1665, Shi Lang set out again, but was this time blocked by southerly winds and stranded at sea for three days and two nights, forced once more to return to Kinmen. In mid-April he set out a third time, only to run into another violent storm; his fleet was scattered by wind and waves across Kinmen, Xiamen, Zhangpu, Chaozhou, and other places. All three Qing attempts to take Taiwan had been thwarted by storms and ended without success, raising doubts at court about the wisdom of continuing the campaign. Suspecting that the surrendered Zheng generals might be secretly colluding with the Zheng regime, the Qing court ordered all such officers transferred to Beijing for reassignment to the regular army or dispersed to various provinces for land reclamation; Shi Lang himself was recalled to Beijing to serve as a court official, and all his warships were burned. Combined with the exhaustion caused by prolonged warfare, the hardship of the population, and the depletion of the treasury, the country badly needed a respite, and military campaigns against Taiwan were suspended. For its part, the Zheng regime, having only just secured Taiwan, with everything still to be built and every trade to be revived, also urgently needed time to strengthen itself in hopes of eventually returning to the mainland. Thus the Qing and the Zheng regime gradually settled into a state of stand-off punctuated by negotiation.

In June 1667, the Fujian pacification commander Kong Yuanzhang sent an envoy to Taiwan to negotiate, without success. In September, the Qing court sent Kong Yuanzhang to Taiwan in person to press for pacification. In July 1669, after Kangxi assumed personal rule, in order to accelerate the pacification effort he dispatched the Minister of Justice Mingju and the Vice Minister of War Cai Yurong to Fujian to consult with Geng Jimao and others on the matter. They selected the prefect of Xinghua, Huang Fangshi, to go to Taiwan to press for surrender, offering terms of “shave the head and submit, and enfeoffment as a vassal lord will surely follow.” Zheng Jing continued to insist on “the Korean precedent — no shaving of the head, only acknowledgment of vassal status and tribute.” With neither side willing to yield, Zheng Jing sent an envoy to accompany Cai Yurong back to Fujian to continue negotiations. But with both sides holding firm to their own positions, the talks reached an impasse. In hopes of a peaceful resolution, Mingju sent Cai Yurong to Fujian once more to press Zheng Jing to relent. Since Zheng Jing continued to insist on his original terms, the negotiations again ended without result; Mingju returned to the capital, and the two sides of the strait settled into a continued stand-off. During this period, Zheng Jing was able to take advantage of the extended period of relative peace to allow Taiwan to recover, and the island’s economy and culture developed considerably.



(3) Pacification along the frontier combined with limited suppression, with pacification as the primary approach (1673–1680)

The mainland was then convulsed by the “Rebellion of the Three Feudatories” — Wu Sangui, Prince Pingxi of Yunnan; Shang Kexi, Prince Pingnan of Guangdong; and Geng Jimao, Prince Jingnan of Fujian. It was this rebellion that finally broke the long cross-strait stand-off between the Qing and the Zheng regime. In 1673 the Kangxi Emperor ordered the feudatories abolished, and Zheng Jing ordered his forces to Penghu to await an opportunity to advance. In March 1674, Geng Jingzhong (son of Geng Jimao) rose in rebellion in support of Wu Sangui and seized most of Fujian. In April Zheng Jing led his forces to Xiamen and, taking advantage of the fighting between Geng’s forces and the Qing, seized Zhangzhou, Quanzhou, Changting, and Putian in Fujian, as well as Chaozhou and Huizhou in Guangdong, from Geng’s control. He then used Haicheng, Kinmen, and Xiamen as bases from which to resume the cross-strait stand-off with the Qing. The Qing government sent envoys on four separate occasions urging Zheng Jing to withdraw back to Taiwan, all without success, and this remained an obstacle to Qing unification.

In 1676, Geng Jingzhong surrendered to the Qing, and Zheng Jing became the principal target of Qing forces in Fujian. In 1677 Zheng Jing lost Zhangzhou, Quanzhou, Huizhou, and Chaozhou in succession and withdrew to Kinmen, though his main force suffered no major losses. In July, Zheng Jing sent his general Liu Guoxuan with tens of thousands of troops to strike first, besieging Haicheng and routing more than 10,000 Qing troops there. He then retook Pinghe, Zhangzhou, Tong’an, Nan’an, Hui’an, and Yongchun, and pressed the advantage to besiege Quanzhou. Determined to wipe out the Zheng regime once and for all, Kangxi rushed a large army to Quanzhou in an attempt to retake the lost territory. To concentrate his forces against the Qing, Zheng Jing voluntarily withdrew from Quanzhou and fell back to Changtai. In September 1678, Qing and Zheng forces fought a decisive battle at Zhangzhou; under the personal command of the Fujian governor-general Yao Qisheng and Geng Jingzhong, Qing forces annihilated the bulk of the Zheng army. Liu Guoxuan’s remaining troops withdrew to Zhangpu, dug in behind deep entrenchments, and held their position. Unable to break through quickly, the Qing resorted to relocating the population from Funing to Zhao’an ten or twenty li inland, building watch-walls along the entire boundary to sever all communication with the outside, and imposed a total blockade on the Zheng forces. In 1679, Wu Sangui died of illness, Qing forces swept through Hunan, and the suppression of the Wu clan’s rebellion appeared imminent. At the same time, the Qing appointed Wan Zhengse — who had distinguished himself defeating Wu Sangui’s forces at Dongting Lake — as Fujian Naval Commander, and he set about building warships and training the navy in preparation for an assault on Kinmen and Xiamen. Meanwhile, efforts at pacification never ceased and, if anything, grew larger in scale and more generous in terms — surrendering officials retained their original posts and salaries, and surrendering soldiers received silver rewards ranging from 20 to 50 taels. Under the combined pressure of the Qing blockade and its enticements to surrender, morale within the Zheng forces collapsed and unity crumbled; five army garrisons and five naval garrisons, totaling more than 100,000 officers and men, surrendered to the Qing in succession.

In February 1680 (the 19th year of Kangxi), Wan Zhengse led his fleet to capture Haitan and, pressing his advantage, advanced south to Xiamen. Haicheng and Quanzhou surrendered in turn. The renowned Zheng naval commander Zhu Tiangui surrendered to the Qing along with more than 600 officers, over 27,000 troops, and more than 300 ships. Zheng Jing fled back to Taiwan with only about a thousand men, and all the coastal islands fell under Qing control.



(4) Armed suppression to secure the maritime frontier (1681–1683)

Once the Qing government had suppressed the Rebellion of the Three Feudatories, the mainland was fully reunified, the multiethnic centralized state grew ever more consolidated, and the question of attacking Taiwan once again rose on the government’s agenda. Thus in 1679 (the 18th year of Kangxi), Kangxi had already resolved on the armed unification of Taiwan, stating: “Now that the rebels have been swept away, [we] should assemble a substantial fleet, take the two islands of Xiamen and Kinmen, and use them as a base from which to move on Penghu and Taiwan.” In January 1681, Zheng Jing died. Feng Xifan and Liu Guoxuan conspired with Zheng Jing’s younger brothers to stage a coup, killing the heir apparent Zheng Kezang and installing the younger son Zheng Keshuang in his place. With the Zheng regime’s ranks demoralized and divided against itself, internal strife over succession broke out. At this point, Fu Weilin, an official responsible for external liaison within the Zheng regime whom the Fujian governor-general Yao Qisheng had secretly won over earlier, sent Yao intelligence reporting that “the ruler is young and the state is hollow; internal chaos is bound to erupt. With pressure from within and without converging at once, this is an opportunity that must not be missed,” and urged an immediate advance on Taiwan. That June, Kangxi issued an edict: “Now that Zheng Jin [Jing] has met his fate at the hands of Heaven, the rebels are certain to fall into discord and disorder; we should seize this opportunity to fix our plans for Penghu and Taiwan. Let the Governor-General Yao Qisheng, the Governor Wu Xingzuo, the Commanders Nomai and Wan Zhengse, together with General Lahada and Vice Minister Wu Nuchun, act with one mind and purpose, leading the Green Standard fleet forward in coordinated advance, applying both suppression and pacification as needed, to secure the maritime frontier — and let this opportunity not be missed.”

The Qing government’s armed campaign to recover Taiwan proceeded in three steps:

1. Meticulous preparation and the formulation of the operational plan

Once Kangxi had resolved on the armed unification of Taiwan, he overrode the objections of many at court and boldly appointed the “surrendered general” Shi Lang — a man with extensive experience of naval warfare, deep familiarity with the inner workings of the Zheng regime, and a fervent advocate of war — as Fujian Naval Commander. Once in office, Shi Lang threw himself into training the fleet, overseeing the construction of warships, selecting officers, and preparing in every way for the coming campaign.

Because friction with the Governor-General and others threatened to hamper operations, Shi Lang petitioned Kangxi to be given sole command of the campaign against Taiwan. Kangxi reasoned: “If a single man leads the assault, he can carry out his intentions fully; if two go together, they are bound to hinder one another, which would be unhelpful to the conduct of operations.” He therefore granted Shi Lang’s request, entrusting him with sole command of the campaign, allowing Shi Lang to make full use of his talents and respond flexibly to circumstances as he saw fit, while ordering the Governor-General to see to the “transport of provisions” and ensure logistical support.

To guard against a Qing attack, the Zheng forces hurried to repair their warships and strengthen their defenses: the central commander Liu Guoxuan was placed in overall charge of the defense of Penghu; the Left Guard Commander Ke Ping was made Governor of the Northern Route of Taiwan, defending Jilong (present-day Keelung) and Tamsui, and repairing the old Spanish-built forts there. Short of troops, the Zheng regime was forced to conscript local militia to guard key points, provoking widespread resentment among the populace and periodic unrest.

In January 1683 (the 22nd year of Kangxi), upon learning that a Qing assault on Taiwan was imminent, Liu Guoxuan further strengthened Taiwan’s defenses, appointing the Marquis of Loyalty, Feng Xifan, as Left Commander to defend Lu’ermen. In May, Liu Guoxuan sent further reinforcements to Penghu, bringing total strength there to 20,000 men, with more than 200 warships and vessels of various types — gunboats, bird-boats, assorted junks, and Western-style ships — deployed to defend Penghu’s key points. In addition, at Hujingyu, Jilongyu, Niangmagong, Niuxinwan, and other locations, one to four gun emplacements were built at each, and low walls were constructed at points suitable for landing, with troops assigned to guard them.

Shi Lang, who had already led three unsuccessful expeditions against Taiwan back in 1665, now had an even more thorough grasp of conditions on Taiwan and within the Zheng forces, and approached the coming campaign with confidence. His assessment was as follows: the Zheng forces numbered no more than 20,000 or so in total, more than half of them assigned to agricultural duties and poorly trained; their commanders were mostly mediocre and incompetent, with Liu Guoxuan the only general of real prestige and ability, commanding the elite of the Zheng forces. Places such as Hujingmen on the main island of Taiwan were difficult terrain, all covered by Zheng artillery, but Penghu — the gateway to Taiwan — was a place both sides needed to contest: its many scattered islands, gentle coastal slopes, and low, flat terrain made it easy to attack but hard to defend. If Liu Guoxuan’s forces could be destroyed at Penghu, the rest of the Zheng forces would collapse at the mere news of it, and Taiwan itself would surrender without further fighting. Although the garrison at Penghu numbered some 10,000, in fact no more than about 6,000 were combat-capable, and no more than about a hundred ships could actually be committed to battle. The Qing forces, by contrast, comprised more than 20,000 rigorously selected and trained troops, the great majority of them loyal former Zheng officers and men with years of experience in naval warfare and thorough familiarity with the Zheng forces’ customary tactics; their newly built ships, 238 in all — including 70 large warships — were sturdier and faster than the Zheng vessels. In terms of strength, quality, and numbers alike, the Qing forces held every advantage over the Zheng forces.

Shi Lang’s operational plan for the assault on Taiwan was as follows: first, concentrate overwhelming force to seek out and destroy the main Zheng force under Liu Guoxuan in a decisive battle off Penghu, and occupy the Penghu islands. Second, station the large warships off the mouth of Taiwan Harbor (the former Taijiang) to “seize it by the throat” and pin down the Zheng forces, while sending light, fast vessels around by two routes: a southern route landing a detachment at Dagou Harbor (present-day Kaohsiung), and a northern route landing the main force at Lu’ermen (west of present-day Tainan County) to “strike from behind,” encircling the Zheng forces from the rear and annihilating them in the Chengtian region.

2. Concentration of force and the seizure of Penghu in a single stroke

On June 14, 1683 (the 22nd year of Kangxi), Shi Lang led his fleet from Tongshan in Fujian toward Penghu. The name of each ship’s commander was written in large characters on its sail, to aid in signaling and coordination. The next day, the fleet reached the islands of Maoyu, Huayu, and Caoyu (all southwest of Penghu), and anchored for the night off Baju Island, the southern gateway to Penghu; the Zheng garrison there withdrew without a fight. On the morning of the 16th, Qing forces advanced on the main island of Penghu, and the Zheng fleet drew up its warships to meet them. Shi Lang divided his forces and opened fire, destroying three small Zheng warships. Just then a sudden squall struck; the leading Qing ships were thrown into disarray and scattered, and several were surrounded by Zheng vessels. Shi Lang personally commanded his flagship into the fray, breaking through the encirclement to rescue the beleaguered ships. The Zheng forces concentrated their guns on Shi Lang’s own flagship, wounding him in the right eye. By evening, the Qing forces disengaged and withdrew to anchor at Baju Island. Shi Lang reasserted strict military discipline, reviewing conduct and meting out rewards and punishments. On the 18th, he divided his forces to capture Hujingyu and Pantongyu (both southwest of Penghu). He then used a ruse of feigned weakness, sending small detachments to make probing attacks on the Zheng forces to divide their attention, while he himself sailed out to observe the outer approaches to Penghu and finalize his plan for the decisive battle to come.

On the 22nd, Qing forces began their all-out assault on the main island of Penghu. Having learned from the earlier engagement in which his forces had been caught in a pincer, Shi Lang this time adopted a strategy of converging attacks from separate directions, concentrating superior numbers against the enemy’s weaker points, and split his forces into three columns. The center column, the main assault force, was personally led by Shi Lang with 50 large warships attacking the enemy position at Niangmagong head-on. The eastern column, under the regional commander Chen Mang with 50 warships, struck at Jilongyu and Sijiaoshan as a flanking force, coordinating with the main assault to strike Niangmagong from two sides. The western column, under the regional commander Dong Yi with 50 warships, attacked Niuxinwan to pin down the western wing of the Zheng forces, while a further 80 ships were held in reserve to follow up behind the main force. Just then a strong south wind rose, whipping up heavy seas; the Qing forces, with the wind at their backs, pressed forward under full sail. Seeing that the battle was lost, the Zheng commander Liu Guoxuan broke out through the narrow channel at Houmen and fled back to Taiwan. In this engagement, Qing forces destroyed 190 Zheng warships of various sizes, annihilated some 12,000 of the enemy’s main force, and forced more than 4,800 to surrender. Qing losses were 329 killed and more than 1,800 wounded — a complete and decisive victory in this landing campaign.

3. Combining coercion and clemency to achieve the peaceful recovery of Taiwan

Having captured by force Penghu — described as “the throat commanding all approaches to Taiwan, and the outer bulwark of its defense” — the Qing forces had annihilated the elite of the Zheng army and now posed an overwhelming threat to the main island of Taiwan itself. While regrouping their forces, replenishing ammunition and supplies, and preparing for the advance on Taiwan, the Qing simultaneously launched a political offensive against the remnants of the Zheng regime. Those who surrendered or submitted were treated courteously, given food and provisions, and the wounded were given medical treatment; those who wished to return home were sent back to Taiwan by boat. With the destruction of its main force, the Zheng regime’s will to resist collapsed; both the populace and the army were demoralized, and even Liu Guoxuan himself was utterly broken in spirit, unable to muster the will to keep fighting. Having lost all fighting spirit, the remaining members of the Zheng regime had no desire to continue the war against the Qing. At this point, Kangxi, working through Shi Lang, extended offers of pacification to the Zheng regime, urging them to abandon resistance and division, and promising generous treatment in return. To dispel any remaining doubts among the Zheng camp, Kangxi specifically proclaimed: “This solemn edict shines as bright as sun and moon — I will not go back on my word.” Zheng Keshuang by this time understood that submission to the Qing was inevitable, and had no choice but to send envoys to present a memorial of surrender to Kangxi, submitting to Qing central authority. On July 5, 1683, the Zheng regime formally submitted to the Qing government. That same year, on August 13, Shi Lang led Qing forces into Taiwan, smoothly taking control of the entire island and completing the peaceful unification of Taiwan — the treasured island at last returned to the embrace of the motherland.

In April 1684 (the 23rd year of Kangxi), the Qing government established Taiwan Prefecture on the island, comprising the three counties of Zhuluo, Taiwan, and Fengshan, under the jurisdiction of Fujian Province, with Penghu placed under the administration of Taiwan Prefecture. A garrison of 10,000 troops was deployed to Taiwan and Penghu to exercise Qing sovereignty over the region.





III. Analysis

Although the Qing government’s armed recovery of Taiwan did not, in the actual fighting, last very long, the series of political, military, and economic strategies employed across the 22 years surrounding the campaign — set within the broader national political and military situation, and guided by the sound political and strategic principle of “using war to compel peace, and war to advance unification” — still offers valuable lessons for today’s great cause of national reunification and for military preparations against “Taiwan independence.”


(1) Adapting to the times and circumstances to establish a correct political and strategic guiding approach toward the struggle for Taiwan

The failure of the Zheng regime’s campaigns to retake the mainland, together with the repeated failure of peace talks, finally made clear to the Qing government the true nature of the situation: “So long as Zheng Jing holds Taiwan as his lair, he will never surrender — offers of amnesty are futile.” With little prospect of a peaceful resolution, the use of force had to be placed on the agenda. Only by building up the armed forces and demonstrating firm resolve to use force could the situation be made to develop in a direction favorable to unification. Only by combining pressure with the pursuit of talks, and using war to compel peace — that is, “using suppression to drive toward pacification” — could the Taiwan question ultimately be resolved through political means. As for timing, the Qing leaned toward resolving the matter sooner rather than later. Thus, in early 1679, when Yao Qisheng proposed offering amnesty to core Zheng figures such as Liu Guoxuan, Kangxi firmly rejected the suggestion, insisting instead on tightening the noose around Quanzhou, Xiamen, and Taiwan. On March 2, 1679, when Prince Kang, Jie Shu, reported that the Dutch ships that had agreed to assist in a joint assault could not commit to a fixed date and requested that the attack on Xiamen be postponed, “Kangxi replied: if it is truly as reported, then the campaign will drag on and the main army will have to be withdrawn — how then can the rebels ever be destroyed? Let Jie Shu and the others deliberate further and report back.” The next day, he personally authorized sending 200 large ships from Jiangsu and Zhejiang to reinforce the front in Fujian with 20,000 additional troops, “to be joined by the assembled fleet before a major offensive is launched, once the autumn northerly winds begin.” A month later, he instructed Jie Shu: “Do not wait for the Dutch ships — proceed at once to take Kinmen and Xiamen!” Once Kinmen and Xiamen had been recaptured in succession, Kangxi decided to pause the assault on Taiwan and Penghu, instead ordering the Fujian governor-general and governor to pursue pacification with Zheng Jing. Guided by this strategy of combining pressure with negotiation, and war with peace, the Qing government no longer contented itself with merely reacting to crises as they arose, but firmly seized the initiative in the cross-strait situation. In June 1680, when Zheng Jing learned that the Qing was building an invasion fleet, he responded by conscripting troops and raising funds across Taiwan: “for every ten registered households, one man was drafted; among the merchants of the towns and markets, every ten households together had to furnish one recruit, or pay a commutation fee of 100 taels of silver — an unequal burden between rich and poor that stirred great popular resentment.” This mounting Qing military pressure created deep psychological panic among the Taiwanese populace and sparked unrest on the island — conditions that helped pave the way for the final resolution of the Taiwan question. By 1683, “since the first month of the year, ever more people on Taiwan have been looking toward [Qing] rule with hope; on the eleventh day of the third month, fourteen enemy soldiers including Xu Fu came from Taiwan to surrender, bringing word that rice prices on Taiwan have soared to five or seven taels per picul, that the Seven Communities [of indigenous peoples] have risen in revolt, that the situation is dire, and that everyone longs to escape. Such is the desperate condition there today — their end could come at any moment.”



(2) Building up the armed forces to establish overwhelming military superiority for the campaign against Taiwan

The reason the Taiwan question could not be resolved for so long was directly related to the fact that the Qing government lacked a powerful military force in the Fujian region, particularly at sea. The Qing rulers’ main military forces, the Eight Banner cavalry and the Green Standard Army, both rooted in the traditions of the Central Plains, had little experience of naval warfare. The Fujian navy tasked with the assault on Taiwan was built around a core of former Zheng officers and men who had surrendered to the Qing, whom the Qing court never fully trusted — inevitably dampening their morale and undermining their combat effectiveness. More importantly, the Qing forces assigned to attack Taiwan were mostly hastily assembled, lacking proper selection and training, of uneven quality, and difficult to coordinate in action. Seen in this light, even without the storms that struck the three Qing expeditions before 1665, there was little assurance of victory in any case.

During the period when the Zheng regime was campaigning on the mainland, it had at times seized cities and territory and dealt heavy blows to Qing forces, and later, holding fast to coastal areas and islands, maintained a prolonged stand-off that caused the Qing endless trouble. Having learned this bitter lesson, officials from the Qing court down to the local administration in Fujian all came to recognize the need to strengthen the military forces devoted to the struggle for Taiwan. To better counter the Zheng navy — strong and experienced in sea warfare — the Qing focused especially on building up its own naval forces. In 1677, the Qing government decided to rebuild the Fujian navy. In 1679, Kangxi promoted Wan Zhengse, the Yuezhou naval commander who had distinguished himself for his skill in naval warfare during the suppression of the Three Feudatories, to Fujian Naval Commander, and approved his bringing the entire officer corps and equipment of the Yuezhou navy with him to his new post. At the same time, 14,000 men were drawn from under the Governor-General’s own command and incorporated into the Fujian navy. Warships were also transferred from the Jiangsu-Zhejiang region, and modern Western-style cannon were brought from Guangdong to reinforce the Fujian fleet. Soon after, an order was also given to “send 2,000 selected gunners from Jiangnan to reinforce the Fujian navy.” The Fujian governor-general and governor personally oversaw the construction of large numbers of warships and made every effort to win over experienced Zheng naval officers and men, allowing the Fujian navy to grow rapidly in strength. This force underwent rigorous training tailored to the demands of the coming campaign against the Zheng forces, and was tested in combat against the Zheng navy in early 1680, which raised its morale and steadily improved its combat effectiveness.

In building up its forces for the coming campaign, the Qing government also reorganized its garrison in Fujian to ensure priority went where it was needed most, cutting back Banner troops ill-suited to naval warfare. In August 1679, the Fujian governor-general Yao Qisheng proposed withdrawing the Fujian Banner troops and modestly increasing the Green Standard Army instead, in order to save on military expenditure. He explained: “Each Manchu soldier requires 22 taels of silver a month for food and fodder; the 4,000 Manchu troops thus cost 1,058,000 taels a year. If instead we add 4,500 Green Standard troops, the annual cost would be only 56,000 taels. Thus, by withdrawing 4,000 Banner troops and adding 4,500 Green Standard troops, we could save the court as much as 1,000,000 taels a year.” Kangxi found this reasoning sound, and having just recalled 1,000 Banner guards to the capital, in October of that year he “instructed Jie Shu and the others to promptly deliberate on withdrawing half the Manchu troops back to the capital.” The following August he ordered “the further withdrawal of Fujian’s Banner troops” and “fixed the authorized strength of the Fujian Green Standard Army,” specifying: 5,000 troops each under the Governor-General’s and Governor’s own commands (the latter split into two garrisons of 1,500 each); a total of 51,750 troops retained for coastal defense duties across the province, with the remaining 19,915 disbanded. At the same time, the buildup of the Fujian navy was not simply a matter of increasing numbers — it was explicitly decided that “the Fujian navy shall retain 20,000 men and reduce 5,000.”

Through these measures, the balance of forces across the strait — particularly at sea — began to shift decisively in the Qing’s favor. By the end of 1679 (the 18th year of Kangxi), the Fujian navy already possessed 240 warships and 28,580 officers and men. Under Wan Zhengse’s careful organization and training, the Fujian navy became a formidable and battle-ready fighting force. In 1680 (the 19th year of Kangxi), during the Qing’s second campaign to recover the southeastern coastal region and its islands, the Qing no longer relied on Dutch ships but instead used the Fujian navy to launch attacks from the sea, posing a serious threat to the flank and rear of the Zheng forces, causing their entire land defense line to collapse and driving them from the southeastern coast and its islands altogether. This campaign demonstrated the strength of the Fujian navy and reinforced the Qing government’s confidence in pursuing the armed unification of Taiwan. Thereafter, Qing naval forces were deployed at Kinmen, Xiamen, Tongshan, and Haitan (present-day Longhai County, Fujian), ready at any time to take military action against the Zheng forces. The conditions for resolving the Taiwan question by force were steadily maturing, and the Qing government gradually seized the initiative in the struggle for Taiwan.



(3) Winning hearts and breaking the will to resist, with careful attention to all strata of Taiwanese society, the rank and file, and the broader populace

Taiwan was a strategically isolated “speck in the ocean,” and its “limited population” included many who had been forced to migrate there from the mainland coast — people whose hearts still turned homeward, who lacked any firm ideological anchor, and who had little tolerance for the hardships of prolonged war. In particular, Zheng Jing’s policy of campaigning against the mainland placed a heavy economic burden on the population: “beyond the regular taxes there were also the great provisions levy, the great rice levy, miscellaneous levies, monthly rice quotas, oars and paddles… and endless further exactions. Prices soared, and on top of this came further demands for fuel-bearers, laborers, and local militia, until the people’s strength was utterly exhausted.” Compounding this, the Qing government’s strict economic blockade further strained the island’s already fragile economy. The Qing exploited this situation, intensifying its psychological offensive and mounting a large-scale, highly visible campaign to win over people of every social stratum on Taiwan. First, it recruited and made good use of defectors. In 1678, upon receiving Prince Kang Jie Shu’s report that Zheng Jing showed no sign of surrendering, Kangxi instructed: “Although Zheng Jin [Jing] shows no intention of submitting, among those who have followed him in rebellion there will surely be some whose hearts incline toward loyalty and reform — Grand General Prince Kang should continue efforts to win them over.” In May 1678, when the Ministry of Justice proposed executing a captured Zheng “spy,” Kangxi said: “What benefit is there in executing one man? It is my wish that this man be released and sent to work at winning others over.” The man’s life was spared, and he was sent to assist in pacification efforts. Second, the Qing established dedicated institutions for this work. Special offices were set up in the coastal provinces of the southeast, along with generous terms of reward for defectors of every rank. The Fujian governor-general Yao Qisheng established the “Bureau for Inviting Return” at Zhangzhou, placed it under the direction of Huang Yan and others from Zhangpu, and used it to recruit followers away from Zheng Jing. Civil officials who defected were confirmed in their original ranks upon petition; military officers who defected were likewise granted equivalent commissions upon petition. Ordinary people were given silver ranging from 20 to 50 taels; those who wished to enlist received provisions, and those who wished to return to farming were resettled in their home districts. Third, the Qing took care to properly place and make use of defectors. From Kangxi himself down to local officials, great attention was paid to the proper use and placement of those who surrendered. Many Zheng generals, such as Yao Qi and Wan Zhengse, were given important responsibilities after surrendering and played key roles in the eventual campaign against Taiwan; lower-ranking officers and soldiers, too, were each given appropriate places. These men not only served as examples for others to follow, but also became an important force in subverting the loyalty of the remaining Zheng troops, working through various means to persuade their own friends and relatives to defect as well.

The Qing government’s psychological campaign proved remarkably effective. Over the course of the entire Qing-Zheng conflict, more than 200,000 Zheng troops eventually surrendered. This was especially true after 1677, when defections came in an unbroken stream. In the second half of 1678 alone, 1,237 Zheng officials and 11,639 soldiers accepted pacification. The strength and morale of the Zheng forces were severely weakened and battered by this, to the point that even Zheng Jing’s own personal safety came into question. In March 1680, “the Zheng commander Shi Yi conspired with his kinsman Shi Qi to seize Zheng Jing at Xiamen and hand him over to submit to the [Qing] court.”

Once the Battle of Penghu had all but destroyed the elite of the Zheng forces, the Qing found itself in a position of overwhelming military dominance. At this point Shi Lang made full use of the deterrent effect of his military victory to launch a political offensive against Taiwan. Shi Lang’s policy of pacifying the remnants of the Zheng regime accorded with Kangxi’s own strategic conviction that “pacification is the better course,” and Kangxi warmly endorsed it, immediately issuing an edict of pardon to the Zheng regime, stating firmly that the Zheng occupation of Taiwan had caused the people great suffering, and that this state of affairs should be brought to an end as soon as possible. If Zheng Keshuang and his followers would cease resistance and submit sincerely, not only would all past offenses be pardoned, but they would receive generous treatment from the Qing court. Under this combined pressure of military defeat and political persuasion, Zheng Keshuang and his followers had no choice but to cease resistance and submit to the Qing.



(4) Firm resolve, sound planning, and correct command secured a decisive strategic victory in the armed seizure of Taiwan

Having established a sound guiding strategy for the struggle over Taiwan and having built up sufficient military strength, the key to resolving the Taiwan question lay in choosing the right moment to commit to an armed assault. Kangxi overrode the objections of many at court and resolutely decided on the armed unification of Taiwan. Once he had made this decision, he turned to the question of who should command the Qing navy. At the time, the Fujian Naval Commander Wan Zhengse was skilled in naval warfare, an able administrator, and had an outstanding combat record, making him in many ways a strong candidate — but he was a determined opponent of the armed unification of Taiwan and could not be relied upon to faithfully carry out Kangxi’s strategic intent. Kangxi therefore decisively removed him from his post and reassigned him as Fujian Land Forces Commander. At this point, the Fujian governor-general Yao Qisheng and the Grand Secretary Li Guangdi recommended to Kangxi that Shi Lang, who had previously served as Fujian Naval Commander, be restored to that position. After careful deliberation, Kangxi made his decision in August 1681 (the 20th year of Kangxi), appointing Shi Lang as Fujian Naval Commander with responsibility for leading the Qing assault on Taiwan. Given Shi Lang’s own qualifications, he was indeed a highly suitable choice to command the crossing of the strait. In November 1682, to resolve the friction arising from Shi Lang and Yao Qisheng’s joint command, Kangxi placed his full trust in Shi Lang and granted him sole authority to command the campaign. This arrangement helped unify preparation and command for the assault on Taiwan and created favorable conditions for Shi Lang to exercise his talents fully and carry out the campaign without interference. Shi Lang did not disappoint this trust: he captured Penghu in a single stroke and thereby completed the historic task of unifying Taiwan. In selecting and empowering the commander for the assault on Taiwan, Kangxi showed real skill in judging men and making the most of their talents.

Shi Lang’s victory in the naval battle at Penghu owed not only to the fine equipment and courageous fighting of the Qing forces, but also to sound command decisions. Shi Lang commanded skillfully — “his forces were strictly disciplined, well versed in battle formations, experienced in naval combat, and attuned to the ocean’s moods” — and his command showed many distinctive touches. In choosing the timing of the sea crossing, he broke with the traditional practice of crossing during the northeasterly monsoon season, instead choosing mid-June, when the southwest winds begin. When asked the reason for this choice, Shi Lang explained: “The north wind blows fiercely day and night; if we attack Penghu now and cannot win in a single engagement, the wind will scatter our ships, and how then could we fight on? Around the summer solstice, for some twenty days, the winds are light and the nights calm, allowing our fleet to gather safely offshore, watch for an opening, and strike. Within seven days at most, the matter will surely be settled.” This choice carried real risk, and Yao Qisheng strongly opposed it, but Shi Lang remained unmoved. Events proved this choice correct: it ensured the Qing navy could assemble safely and cross the strait without incident before launching the final assault. As for the route of the crossing, whereas ships had traditionally sailed from Kinmen or Xiamen when crossing from the mainland to Taiwan, Shi Lang again broke with convention and chose to depart from Tongshan Island, further south. By sailing from Tongshan, the fleet could make use of the southwest wind to run with wind and current directly to the undefended islands south of Penghu, using them as a forward base, before turning north into the waters of Penghu itself — a route that kept the fleet consistently upwind and favorably positioned for maneuver throughout. Events again proved this choice correct: it allowed the large fleet to strike directly and swiftly at Niangmagong and to drive a wedge into Niuxin Bay, leaving the Zheng land forces unable to organize an effective defense. Tactically, Shi Lang concentrated his forces to seek a swift, decisive engagement. Well aware, from his deep knowledge of the sea, that the waters around Penghu were prone to high winds in June, Shi Lang, after his initial setback, immediately set about preparing to renew the attack and seized the opportune moment to launch his final assault. Besides dividing off two detachments to feint and pin down the enemy from the east and west, he concentrated 56 of his main warships on the primary axis of attack, using a ratio of five ships against every one of the enemy’s, annihilating the Zheng main force in successive engagements while the Qing navy lost not a single ship — a result rarely equaled in the history of naval warfare. In this battle, the overall strength of the two sides was roughly comparable; the Zheng forces had spent years fortifying Penghu and fought on the defensive, resting while awaiting the enemy, whereas the Qing forces had crossed the sea to fight far from home and were, by comparison, worn down by the journey. The Zheng forces held every positional advantage, and yet suffered a crushing, total defeat. Beyond political corruption and low morale, a major contributing factor was the serious errors in deployment and command committed by the frontline commander, Liu Guoxuan.

After the Zheng regime’s surrender, amid a wave of opinion at court urging that Taiwan be abandoned rather than held, Shi Lang put forward his own clear-sighted view: “Taiwan, though beyond our borders under the law, is in fact critical to the security of four provinces… to abandon it would surely invite great calamity; to retain it would truly secure our frontier forever.” Kangxi once again accepted his advice, and in May 1684 established a prefecture on Taiwan and garrisoned it with troops. With this, the Taiwan question of the Kangxi era was fully and finally resolved, and the Qing dynasty began its advance toward the prosperous “Kangxi-Qianlong flourishing age.”







Chapter 63: The Dieppe Landing Operation

(August 18–19, 1942)

The Dieppe landing operation was a small-to-medium-scale operational landing that the Allies felt strategically compelled to carry out during the Second World War. The operation, codenamed “Jubilee,” began at 10:00 p.m. on August 18, 1942 and ended at 1:00 p.m. on August 19, lasting fifteen hours. The Allied landing force totaled 6,018 men, including 4,961 Canadian troops, more than 1,000 British commandos, and 50 American Ranger personnel. The participating naval vessels numbered 273 in all, including 8 destroyers, 9 landing ships, 38 coastal escort vessels (gunboats and the like), and 178 landing craft; the Royal Air Force committed 67 squadrons to provide air cover for the operation. German forces engaged numbered about 8,000. Allied casualties totaled 5,810, with 166 aircraft, 1 destroyer, and 33 landing craft lost. German casualties totaled 591, with 46 aircraft lost. As a grim rehearsal for the Allies’ eventual opening of the second front, the Dieppe raid ended in utter defeat — but it was precisely the Allies’ sober reflection on and thorough study of this failure that provided invaluable experience and sound guidance for the later large-scale landing operations in North Africa, Sicily, and Normandy, laying the foundation for their eventual success.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

In the spring of 1942, the war situation was extremely unfavorable for the Allies. On the European front, Nazi Germany had occupied the whole of Western Europe and driven deep into Soviet territory; in North Africa, German forces were bearing down on Egypt; and in the Pacific, Japan had occupied all of Southeast Asia. Britain, for its part, could do little more than face off against Nazi Germany across the English Channel. Confronted with this situation, Stalin urged Churchill to open a second front in Western Europe immediately, to relieve the pressure on the Soviet Union. But at that time, Britain and the United States lacked both the capability and the experience for a large-scale landing operation — all their landing craft combined could transport no more than six divisions, far short of what would be needed to open a second front.

Nevertheless, given the Soviets’ insistent demands, and with the British and American publics also clamoring for the government to open a second front without delay, along with considerations of Britain’s own interests, Churchill weighed the matter carefully and ultimately decided to launch a surprise raid-style landing at Dieppe on the French coast in 1942. Churchill had no firm confidence that this landing would succeed, and, out of caution, stated that owing to the shortage of landing craft, the scale of the operation would necessarily be limited.

Dieppe is a small port town on the northern coast of France, about 160 kilometers northwest of Paris and 130 kilometers from Calais, situated between Calais and Cherbourg, with a population of fewer than 30,000. Dieppe backs onto steep, elevated terrain; the Arques River flows from south to north through the town and into the English Channel, dividing Dieppe into eastern and western halves, with wharves lining both banks where the river meets the sea; two headlands jutting out on either side of the river mouth guard the harbor entrance. Behind the beach lies a seawall about two meters high; on one side of the seawall is a narrow shingle beach, and on the other, a row of hotels, restaurants, and a casino. Seven miles north and south of Dieppe lie two small towns: Berneval-le-Grand to the north, and Varengeville-sur-Mer to the south, with Quiberville four miles further south still.

Allied objectives for the landing operation: The overall aim was to use the raid to draw German attention and thereby relieve pressure on the Soviets on the Eastern Front, while also testing new equipment under actual combat conditions and gaining experience in amphibious landing operations. Specific objectives included reconnoitering German coastal defenses, destroying enemy gun batteries, wrecking the airfield and harbor facilities, taking prisoners, and returning to England the same day. To achieve surprise, the operational plan called for no preliminary air bombardment or naval gunfire preparation before the landing; instead, the force would land under cover of fog and smoke, striking the German coastal batteries from the flank and rear, breaching the seawall, and seizing the port of Dieppe.

German objectives in defending against the landing: To strengthen patrols and vigilance, rely on existing coastal fortifications, heighten the state of defensive readiness, repel the Allied landing, and crush the Allied plan to open a second front.

Allied force deployment: The Allies decided that the Canadian 2nd Division would serve as the main force for the raid. The entire landing force was divided into five assault groups: the Main Assault Group, the Eastern Inner Flank Assault Group, the Western Inner Flank Assault Group, the Eastern Outer Flank Assault Group, and the Western Outer Flank Assault Group. The Main Assault Group would land on the beach beneath the seawall on the western bank of the Arques River, with the primary task of breaching the seawall and then pushing inland. The two inner flank assault groups on either side were tasked chiefly with attacking the “Rommel,” “Bismarck,” and “Hindenburg” gun batteries and the high ground overlooking all of Dieppe, with the aim of eliminating the threat these batteries posed to warships supporting the main assault group and seizing the high ground. The eastern and western outer flank assault groups were tasked chiefly with attacking the “Goebbels” gun battery and the “Hess” gun battery, among other targets, to secure the flanks of the entire landing force.

Task assignments: The Royal Regiment of Canada formed the Eastern Inner Flank Assault Group and was to land on the beach codenamed “Blue Beach.” The Essex Scottish Regiment and the Royal Hamilton Light Infantry formed the Main Assault Group, landing on the beaches codenamed “Red Beach” and “White Beach.” The South Saskatchewan Regiment and the Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders of Canada formed the Western Inner Flank Assault Group, landing on “Green Beach” in a pincer movement together with the Eastern Inner Flank Assault Group. The Eastern and Western Outer Flank Assault Groups were composed of British Commandos, British Royal Marine Commandos, and American Rangers, landing on the beaches codenamed “Yellow 1,” “Yellow 2,” “Orange 1,” and “Orange 2.”

Timing of the landing: The flank assault groups were to land first, at 4:50 a.m. on August 19, and were required to swiftly capture the German gun batteries to secure the landing of the Main Assault Group. The Main Assault Group would land half an hour after the flanking forces. Afterward, the main force together with the inner and outer flank forces would advance on Dieppe along three axes, promptly seizing Dieppe and the nearby airfield and destroying the harbor and related military installations. At the same time, a number of special agents were to infiltrate inland into France. That afternoon, all landing personnel were to re-embark aboard the 40 flat-bottomed barges anchored at Dieppe harbor — vessels the Germans had assembled in preparation for the invasion of Britain — and return to England.

Forces committed: The total landing force numbered 6,018, of whom 4,961 were Canadian, under the command of Major General Roberts. The participating naval vessels numbered 273 in all, including 8 destroyers, 9 landing ships, 38 coastal escort vessels (gunboats and the like), and 178 landing craft, commanded by Rear Admiral Hughes-Hallett. Air forces committed numbered 67 squadrons, mostly fighters, under the command of Air Vice-Marshal Leigh-Mallory, whose task was to cover the fleet, attack German coastal guns in the town, and lay down smoke screens.

German defensive dispositions: Dieppe was garrisoned by the German 302nd Infantry Division, supported by five coastal gun batteries. These five batteries were deployed along a line running from Berneval to Quiberville, positioned on both banks of the Arques River, firmly commanding the river. The British designated them the “Goebbels” battery, the “Rommel” battery, and the “Bismarck” battery, deployed on the eastern bank of the Arques; of these, the “Bismarck” battery was positioned inside a cave built into a steep cliff face overlooking the sea. On the western bank of the Arques, from east to west, were deployed the “Hindenburg” battery and the “Hess” battery. These coastal guns were of 150mm caliber. In addition, the Germans had numerous heavy and light anti-aircraft batteries along the coastline, with further positions established on the high ground and atop buildings, and barbed wire entanglements laid along the seawall.

In April 1942, on the authority of British Prime Minister Churchill, the Allied Combined Operations Headquarters, under the leadership of Admiral Mountbatten, began drawing up the operational plan for the raid on Dieppe in France. After repeated deliberation, the Allies ultimately decided against a conventional landing approach — foregoing preliminary air bombardment and even naval gunfire preparation before the landing — and instead adopted a silent, surprise-attack method: landing suddenly under cover of heavy fog and smoke screens, following a frontal-assault plan that would strike the German coastal batteries from the flank and rear, breach the seawall, and seize the port of Dieppe.




II. Course of the Battle

On the evening of August 18, 1942, an Allied fleet of 273 warships carrying over 6,000 men set out from Portsmouth, Newhaven, and Shoreham in England, heading across the English Channel toward Dieppe, opening the Dieppe landing operation.


(1) The Covert Crossing

Past midnight, the fleet rendezvoused in the designated waters; minesweepers at the head of the fleet cleared mines from the shipping lane. The entire fleet advanced in the order of minesweepers, destroyers, and landing ships. At 3:00 a.m. on August 19, troops began transferring to landing craft. The landing ships lowered their landing craft 16 kilometers from the beach. Half an hour later, the landing force — carrying over 6,000 officers and men and 48 “Churchill” tanks — advanced toward the shore along the channel cleared by the minesweepers, with gunboats leading the formation. Suddenly, a burst of intense gunfire erupted on the left flank of the landing formation, shattering the pre-dawn calm on the sea. As it happened, a German convoy escorted by submarine chasers, sailing along the coast from east to west, had collided in the darkness with the British 3rd Commando’s landing force. This force consisted of 23 British landing craft, tasked with landing on the beaches codenamed “Yellow 1” and “Yellow 2” and seizing the “Goebbels” battery. The German submarine chasers first spotted the gunboat at the head of the British formation and immediately fired star shells, lighting up the whole formation. They then opened fierce fire on the British gunboat; within ten minutes the gunboat had taken heavy damage, with 40 percent of its crew killed or wounded.

This German escort convoy sent out an alert, and the German garrison command at Dieppe immediately ordered the defenses to full readiness.

At the same time, 24 British fighters, flying in formations of four, headed toward Dieppe to cover the landing. German aircraft also rushed to Dieppe, and soon a fierce air battle broke out between the British and German air forces.



(2) The Beach Assault

By the time the German escort convoy raised the alarm, only 45 minutes remained before the Canadian force’s scheduled landing time. The alert prompted the Germans to go on immediate combat alert and they were soon in a state of high readiness. At this point, however, the overall landing force commander, Major General Roberts, and Rear Admiral Hughes-Hallett, were still unaware that the outer flank formation had been scattered — chiefly because of a breakdown in communications. Although the British destroyers were all equipped with radar, the sheer number of vessels on the water made it impossible for the radar to distinguish friend from foe. Although British coastal radar had detected the German escort convoy, it could not get word to the landing fleet. The landing force therefore continued advancing toward its assigned beaches according to plan.

Eastern Outer Flank, 3rd Commando: As noted above, the 3rd Commando had inadvertently blown the planned element of surprise, and could now do nothing but press ahead with a direct assault according to its assigned mission. The unit, commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Durnford-Slater, was tasked with attacking the “Goebbels” battery. Durnford-Slater personally led the main force to land on the “Yellow 1” beach, serving as the primary assault; his deputy, Major Peter Young, led a smaller detachment to land on “Yellow 2” beach as a supporting force. According to the plan, they were to concentrate near a church close to the “Goebbels” battery and attack the battery together from the rear. As their small craft pushed into the German escort convoy, German submarine chasers fired star shells and then opened concentrated artillery fire. A hail of shells rained down on the lightly built wooden landing craft, and within only a few exchanges the commando force was scattered in disarray. In the end, only one landing craft of the main assault force reached the beach on schedule, and it immediately pressed forward to attack the “Goebbels” battery; though the men fought bravely, they were too badly outnumbered to capture or destroy the battery, or even to hold off the German counterattack. The supporting force also came under German artillery fire; although its casualties were relatively light, being isolated deep in enemy territory it was in grave danger, and was forced to withdraw from the battlefield, fighting a running retreat, and was very nearly wiped out entirely. In this way, the commandos, though they engaged the enemy hand-to-hand at the water’s edge, failed to knock out the coastal gun position or capture the landing zone, making it difficult for the follow-on forces to come ashore safely.

Western Outer Flank, 4th Commando: The 4th Commando, 250 officers and men commanded by Army Lieutenant Colonel Lovat, was tasked with landing and capturing the “Hess” battery. To this end, the 4th Commando also split into two detachments: the 1st Detachment, 80 men under Major Mills-Roberts, would land on “Orange 1” beach; the 2nd Detachment, 146 men under Lovat himself, would land on “Orange 2” beach. As Mills-Roberts’s detachment approached the shore, German searchlights atop the shore suddenly switched on, illuminating the landing craft, and the Germans immediately followed with star shells. With surprise no longer possible, the detachment simply drove at full speed straight for the landing point and pressed the attack. Remarkably, this approach encountered no German resistance, and the force landed safely at its objective. Suddenly, a German pillbox opened fire on landing craft that were pulling back after dropping off troops. The commandos immediately returned fire, splitting quickly into two groups: one hurled grenades at the pillbox to suppress German fire, while the other threw grappling hooks and set up scaling ladders to climb up. Although the ravine behind the beach was heavily mined, Mills-Roberts, using the German’s own marker stakes — set up by the Germans to guide themselves — led his detachment safely and swiftly through the minefield, advancing rapidly toward the “Hess” battery.

Meanwhile, Lovat’s main force of the 4th Commando had also closed in on the “Hess” battery. The two detachments decided to change from a covert approach to an outright assault on the battery. After a fierce engagement, Mills-Roberts’s 1st Detachment and Lovat’s 2nd Detachment finally linked up. At the same time, they made contact with the RAF and received air support for their assault.

At 6:30 a.m., Lieutenant Colonel Lovat fired a white signal flare, opening the assault on the “Hess” battery. British fighter-bombers armed with machine guns swiftly dove in to strafe the battery. Under cover of this air attack, the commandos dashed across 250 meters of open ground, pushed through the enemy’s machine-gun fire, and closed on the battery, where another fierce hand-to-hand struggle ensued. In the end, the British troops succeeded in capturing the entire “Hess” battery; of the 120 Germans who had defended it, only four survived. By 7:30, the entire 4th Commando had safely withdrawn. This was the only unit in the whole Dieppe operation to fully accomplish its assigned mission, though it too paid a considerable price — 45 officers and men killed and more than 20 wounded.

Eastern Inner Flank Assault Group: The Eastern Inner Flank Assault Group was formed principally around the Royal Regiment of Canada. Because the fighting on the Eastern Outer Flank had already alerted the Germans, the Eastern Inner Flank group arrived at “Blue Beach” 16 minutes later than scheduled, and by then, with German searchlights having spotted them, it was already broad daylight by the time the landing craft turned toward the beach. As soon as the Canadian troops opened the ramps of their landing craft, machine-gun fire from the German “Goebbels,” “Rommel,” and “Bismarck” coastal batteries, together with other heavy anti-aircraft positions along the coast, poured into the craft like rain. Those Canadian soldiers who managed to charge ashore onto the exposed beach, with no cover at all, caught in crossfire from three directions, were very quickly wiped out almost to a man. In addition, the naval beach-control party that had come ashore with the Royal Regiment of Canada was likewise wiped out, some killed, others taken prisoner.

Western Inner Flank Assault Group: Because the Dieppe landing had opened first with fighting on the eastern flank, German attention was almost entirely focused on the east — which gave the Western Inner Flank Assault Group, on the left flank of the 4th Commando, a great advantage. This group, formed principally of Canadian units — the South Saskatchewan Regiment and the Queen’s Own Cameron Highlanders of Canada — quickly reached “Green Beach” and landed successfully. Because the Germans ashore had not yet fully prepared their defenses, the group even managed to take several dozen German prisoners. According to the plan, their task was to advance rapidly to the east and southeast, cross the River Scie, destroy the “Hindenburg” battery, occupy the western part of Dieppe, and simultaneously destroy the airfield south of Dieppe and the headquarters of the German 302nd Division. However, British intelligence had failed beforehand to establish a clear picture of the detailed German defensive dispositions in this area, and as the two regiments pushed toward their objectives, they met stiff resistance, suffering heavy casualties and falling well short of their goals.

As it turned out, the German units defending this sector were the 6th and 8th Companies of the 571st Regiment. The regimental commander, seeing the British come ashore smoothly without any sign of panic, judged that the British would be unlikely to cross the River Scie directly, and instead used the complex terrain west of the river to lure the two Canadian regiments into a trap. The German 6th and 8th Companies fought a fighting withdrawal as the Canadians pressed forward; believing the enemy’s resistance was crumbling, the Canadians advanced steadily under cover of smoke, pursuing and attacking in turn. Over the course of this slow advance-and-retreat, the Canadians suffered heavy casualties. Once the Germans had withdrawn to the eastern bank of the river, they took up positions anchored on the machine-gun emplacements of the “Hindenburg” battery, making full use of mortar and anti-aircraft gun support to hold their ground and await reinforcement. Because the Canadians had not anticipated encountering such a well-prepared defensive force, they had brought with them only 50mm mortars, which proved useless against the well-fortified German position. Soon, two German reinforcement companies arrived. The Canadians came under even fiercer machine-gun and artillery fire. Although after a fierce struggle the Canadians did finally fight their way to the eastern riverbank, they found themselves unable to advance even the short distance further to the “Hindenburg” battery, which lay tantalizingly close.

Main Assault Group: Because, apart from the “Hess” battery, none of the other German coastal batteries had been knocked out, the Main Assault Group advancing frontally faced enormous difficulty. The Main Assault Group consisted principally of two waves; the first wave included the Essex Scottish Regiment, the Royal Hamilton Light Infantry, and the Canadian 14th Tank Battalion, comprising 30 “Churchill” tanks in all. The second wave was made up of the Royal Fusiliers de Mont-Royal and the remaining 18 tanks of the 14th Tank Battalion. The Fusiliers de Mont-Royal was the reserve force held directly under Major General Roberts’s own command.

Because the Main Assault Group’s landing time was later than the two flanking assaults, and the RAF had also carried out preparatory fire support and laid smoke before the landing, the first wave charged toward the beach as soon as the bombardment ceased. Leading the charge was Canadian Lieutenant Colonel Dollard Ménard’s unit, whose principal task was to cut through the barbed wire directly to their front, clear out enemy snipers and pillboxes, and, while destroying certain military targets, capture as many prisoners as possible for the intelligence services. Just as Ménard’s men were racing their landing craft toward the beach at speed, the Germans spotted them and opened murderous fire; Ménard had no choice but to press on, and his landing craft and tanks were fully exposed to German fire as they surged forward. Although the British destroyers laid smoke, their firepower was too weak, and the smoke instead left the whole landing area shrouded in a haze that obscured the beach and the intended targets alike. Landing craft and tanks were struck one after another; the tanks that were not hit found themselves stuck fast on the round beach pebbles, unable to advance, and became sitting targets for the Germans. By the end of the fighting, apart from three tanks that made it across the beach, all that remained on the beach were the wrecked equipment of the British forces and countless soldiers’ bodies — while the German barbed-wire entanglements on the beach remained almost entirely intact.

The three tanks that crossed the beach pushed over the seawall onto the coastal boulevard and began raking the machine-gun positions around the Casino de Dieppe with fire. A handful of Canadian soldiers who had made it across the beach followed behind these three tanks and also reached the coastal boulevard. Working together with the tanks, they killed a number of German soldiers and knocked out several anti-tank guns. But because German firepower was so strong, the tanks, having exhausted their ammunition, had no choice but to withdraw back to the beach. The Germans wiped out the Canadians who had crossed the seawall, and continued to extend their fire, shelling the beach with mortars, further increasing the casualties among the Canadians still pinned down there. Just as these three tanks were advancing on the coastal boulevard, Ménard was leading part of his force in an assault on a pillbox on the other side of the beach from their planned attack. After blowing up the German pillbox, they immediately pushed on toward the town of Dieppe. After an hour of fierce fighting, Ménard’s force finally seized a beachhead position not far from the town center. But having come under fire from German snipers and sustained mortar bombardment, the force ashore suffered heavy casualties and was unable to complete its follow-on mission, and the survivors had no choice but to re-embark and pull back.



(3) Blind Reinforcement

While the landing force was pinned down on the beach, Major General Roberts, aboard his flagship, the destroyer HMS Calpe, remained completely unaware of the disaster unfolding on the beach. At 7:00 a.m., Roberts learned that part of the Canadian force had successfully pushed into Dieppe, and mistakenly concluded that the Canadians had taken control of the whole town, whereupon he ordered his reserve force at sea — the Fusiliers de Mont-Royal — to land at “White Beach.” No sooner had this force come ashore than it too came under murderous fire, suffering heavy casualties. The handful of survivors, like the first wave before them, took what cover they could in the dead ground beneath the seawall, with little ability to fight back. Only a single platoon managed to push into the town of Dieppe itself, and, once its ammunition was exhausted, was forced to surrender. Major General Roberts, still unaware of the true situation, dispatched his very last reserve at 8:30 a.m. — the Royal Marine Commando, which landed at “White Beach.” Under cover of destroyers and RAF smoke, these Marines transferred to landing craft amid the smoke screen and raced toward “White Beach.” However, while the smoke protected the landing craft, it also caused great difficulty for the Marines themselves — with smoke blanketing the beach area, they could see nothing at all. It took the landing craft formation an hour and a half to reach the beach. By this time, the smoke had blown away, and German shells and bullets immediately poured down like rain upon the Marines, their blood soon staining the beach red. Faced with this appalling scene, the battalion commander leading the landing formation, Lieutenant Colonel Phillipps, realized there was no longer any hope of a successful landing, and immediately ordered the landing craft to turn back, thereby averting the total annihilation of his force.



(4) The Forced Withdrawal

By the time part of the Marine force was forced to withdraw, it was already midday. Only then did Roberts finally learn that the landing operation had failed, and he had no choice but to issue the order for the entire landing force to withdraw.

The Allied aircraft, destroyers, and fast craft once again laid heavy smoke screens to cover the surviving vessels as they withdrew. German artillery, however, continued to pour fire relentlessly onto the beach and the Allied ships. With no other option, the destroyers — including the flagship — were forced to close with the coast in order to suppress the German gunfire. Some landing craft took advantage of the smoke to push in toward the beach to pick up the men still stranded there. But by this point the wind had shifted from land to sea, and the smoke the Allies had laid was quickly blown out to sea, leaving the beachhead completely exposed. As a result, the gunners aboard the British warships could see nothing at all, while the Germans were able to direct devastatingly accurate fire onto the beachhead. As a result, many landing craft, left without cover during the pickup effort, were sunk as well. With no other choice, the Allied destroyers were forced to press dangerously close to shore to cover the landing craft. At 1:00 p.m., the Allied forces withdrew from the beach and set sail for home, bringing to a close a bloody battle that had been forced upon them by political necessity.





III. Analysis

The scenes on Dieppe beach — heaps of Allied dead, artillery pieces overturned in every direction, hulks of ships with broken keels, and burnt-out tanks — deeply shocked the Allied leadership. In sober reflection on the lessons of this failed landing, they came to a clear-eyed understanding of the danger and complexity of large-scale landing operations, recognizing that victory in such operations demands not merely courage but also correct command, meticulous organization, and accurate intelligence. Poor planning, leaked intelligence, a lack of understanding of the enemy’s changing situation, the absence of preliminary fire support, and poor coordination were all major factors in the Allied defeat — lessons that proved invaluable to later Allied landing operations. In studying this case, our purpose is to draw the deepest possible lessons from the Allied failure, turning the hard-won wisdom of others into wisdom of our own, so as to avoid repeating the same mistakes in future landing operations.


(1) A reckless decision doomed the Allies to defeat

Confronted with the Nazi war machine’s continued advance and the urgent hopes of its allies and their peoples, the British government felt compelled to consider opening a second front as quickly as possible. At the same time, Britain itself also had reasons of its own to want to carry out a large-scale amphibious landing raid. Britain knew that, sooner or later, the Allies would need to carry out a major landing in Europe. But neither Britain nor the United States had any actual experience of large-scale landing operations. Until then, such raids had only ever been carried out against weakly defended, remote areas of the German-held coast, and these raids had done no more than provide a preliminary test of coordination among the various armed services. But the core challenge of a genuinely strategic landing on the European continent would be a forced landing against a defended coastline. Britain, therefore, needed to probe and gain experience in precisely this — and the best way to probe and accumulate that experience was to carry out one such amphibious landing operation.

The British knew their own level of amphibious landing capability, and knew their own strength. Britain was severely short of warships, merchant vessels, and landing craft; the mobile forces it had that were actually usable numbered only a few divisions, poorly equipped, with fewer than 100 tanks and fewer than 200 artillery pieces available. A small-scale raiding landing, one that could catch the Germans unprepared and briefly seize one or two coastal towns, was conceivable. But even so, Britain had no real confidence that it could hold a port heavily defended by German forces — because with strong German air cover, any full-scale Allied landing attempt was simply not viable. In these circumstances, opening a second front by crossing the Channel to land was, for Britain, tantamount to a moth throwing itself into the flame. Under these conditions, British Prime Minister Churchill’s original intention had been that Britain should build up its strength patiently before acting. But weighing the broader strategic picture of the war as a whole, and knowing that a landing operation at this time carried great risk, he nevertheless felt he had no other choice. He promised Stalin that Britain would attempt to cross the English Channel and open a second front sometime between August and September.

The British, with forces vastly inferior to the enemy’s, decided to gamble on a landing — and this alone, at the strategic level, had already sown the seeds of defeat. At the operational level, the British also made a serious error in their choice of landing site. Geographically, the Dieppe area was backed by high ground, and whoever controlled the high ground could dominate the entire beach. Moreover, Dieppe’s coastal approaches were narrow, making it difficult for a landing force to approach and deploy for a landing operation. As for German dispositions, the Germans had fortified the area heavily, with barbed wire and machine-gun positions everywhere, and had in particular stationed five large-caliber coastal gun batteries in this sector — batteries whose firepower could cover the entire beach and inflict devastating losses on any landing craft and troops. Under these circumstances, a surprise attack would be difficult enough to pull off, and even if it did succeed, it would be extremely difficult for Allied troops ashore to gain a firm foothold. British commanders themselves had some sense of the danger of this landing: just before the fleet set sail, the air commander for the operation, Air Vice-Marshal Leigh-Mallory, warned Mountbatten and the Combined Operations Headquarters with real unease: “The troops will be pinned down on the beach from the very start and unable to advance. Mark my words.” The Dieppe landing was an operation carried out at the wrong time and in the wrong place, one the Allies nevertheless felt compelled to undertake — and its fate was sealed from the moment it was first planned.



(2) Intelligence failures left the Allies operating blind

The Allies’ misfortune at Dieppe was also rooted in failures of intelligence. Before the landing, British intelligence had failed to gain a comprehensive, detailed understanding of German defensive dispositions at Dieppe, while German intelligence had taken effective measures that supported their anti-landing defense. Viewed from the standpoint of the intelligence contest alone, the Allies had already lost the battle before a shot was ever fired.

According to Allied reconnaissance, the Germans normally kept only a single battalion stationed in the Dieppe area, together with supporting units, totaling no more than 1,400 men. The Allies believed that, by concentrating their forces, they stood a good chance of winning this landing operation. However, because of poor Allied intelligence work, they had no idea that behind the narrow beach stood a seawall roughly two meters high (British tanks would need this seawall breached before they could cross the beach at all); nor did they know that the Germans had already moved the elite 302nd Division to Dieppe, mistakenly believing that Dieppe was defended only by the poorly trained 110th Infantry Division. As it happened, British intelligence had been deceived by a German counterintelligence operation. German counterintelligence officers had secretly infiltrated the British intelligence network in Dieppe long before, and when they discovered that the British were actively probing Dieppe’s defenses, they launched a deception operation codenamed “Bordeaux-2” to feed the British false information. Through their planted agent, they informed the British that Dieppe was defended by only 1,400 men of the 110th Infantry Division, a division that had been badly mauled on the Soviet front and had been sent to Dieppe for rest and refitting, its combat effectiveness now very poor. British intelligence did not learn they had been duped until after the battle. More seriously still, because the Allied landing plan had leaked, from August 10 onward the Germans at Dieppe had already made thorough preparations to meet an Allied assault, laying 14,000 land mines on the beaches and stockpiling large quantities of explosives and firearms in buildings along the coast. The Allies remained completely unaware of any of this, and their hope of achieving a swift victory through a surprise attack had already been undone before the battle even began.

The Allies also had insufficient understanding of the weather conditions in the landing area. Before finally launching the Dieppe operation, the landing force had actually embarked once before, on July 2, ready to begin the landing, but had to turn back to base because of extremely poor weather. This shows that poor Allied intelligence and reconnaissance work not only damaged the troops’ morale, but also cost them the element of timing, causing them to lose the advantage of surprise. Their failure to track changes in the disposition of the defending German forces, and their inability to keep timely watch over weather and tidal conditions, left them, in the old phrase, “knowing neither the enemy nor themselves, neither the weather nor the ground” — a state of affairs that all but guaranteed the Allies could not win this landing operation.



(3) Failure to achieve surprise cost the Allies the initiative on the battlefield

There were many reasons the Allies failed to achieve surprise in this landing operation. Beyond the failure of British intelligence agencies to obtain the latest information on German dispositions, poor coordination between British intelligence and the military was also a major factor.

Britain had already decided to support the Soviet Union by opening a second front. And yet, even as Mountbatten and the Combined Operations Headquarters were feverishly preparing Operation “Jubilee,” British intelligence not only failed to work to divert German attention away from the Dieppe area, but in fact went out of its way to draw German attention toward it. The body responsible for this was Britain’s dedicated deception agency — the London Controlling Section. This was one of Britain’s most secretive organizations; neither Mountbatten nor the Combined Operations Headquarters even knew it existed, let alone what it was doing. The London Controlling Section worked chiefly through the BBC, repeatedly broadcasting messages to residents of the French coast warning that “the occupied areas of the French coast may increasingly become a battle zone… bringing great danger to local residents,” and further urging the French population on no account to rise up in revolt before receiving instructions from London. Meanwhile, RAF activity over France and Belgium also grew very frequent. All of this began to put the Germans on heightened alert regarding the west coast of France, and German air reconnaissance of England was stepped up as well — all of which considerably undermined the strategic surprise of the Dieppe landing.

Beyond this, the Allies also had numerous gaps in operational security and in avoiding “stirring the grass to startle the snake.” Because the Allies took no special measures to maintain secrecy, nor made any real effort at deception to mislead the Germans, the Germans were able to respond to the Allied landing according to entirely normal patterns of thinking. This was especially true after July 7, when the Germans discovered that the Allied landing force had already boarded ship and that the Isle of Wight had come under bombardment; from that point, German vigilance toward a possible Allied landing rose sharply, and the operational surprise of the raid was already greatly diminished. When the Allied landing force set out toward the coast, it happened to run directly into a German convoy escorted by submarine chasers, and with that, even the tactical surprise of the landing was lost as well.



(4) Failure to effectively suppress enemy coastal defensive fire left the Allies in a passive, defenseless position

The practical experience of landing operations has repeatedly shown that powerful fire support is a critical guarantee of success in any landing. Yet the Allied Combined Operations Headquarters, in drawing up the plan for this landing, believed that surprise could substitute for pre-landing air bombardment and naval gunfire preparation. In reality, this operation lost the element of surprise from the very outset, and, lacking adequate fire support as well, the Allied landing force could do nothing but expose itself directly to German firepower. The original Allied plan had called for the commando units to destroy the five German coastal batteries and thereby cover the advance of the main assault group. But apart from the “Hess” battery, none of the other German coastal batteries were knocked out, and as a result the Main Assault Group came under devastating German artillery fire the moment it hit the beach, suffering heavy losses. Without effective fire support, the Allies could only rely on laying smoke to try to cover their advance along the beach — but, affected by the shifting wind, the smoke not only failed to protect them, but actually left them unable to see their own targets, hampering their own operations, so that the landing force remained passive and on the defensive throughout the entire operation.

Without the ability to effectively suppress enemy coastal defensive fire, it is hard to imagine just how great the difficulty faced by a landing force attempting to force its way ashore against a heavily defended sector truly is. As Churchill himself concluded in his assessment of the Dieppe landing: “We have learned once again that in a forced landing against a defended area, the support of powerful naval gunfire and air firepower is of inestimable value — a lesson from which our subsequent improvements in naval shore bombardment and air-strike techniques would greatly benefit.”



(5) Poor coordination among the Allied three services made it impossible to achieve an integrated fighting force

On the eve of the Dieppe landing, although the Allies had established a Combined Operations Headquarters and had drawn up a plan for the three services to act in coordination during the landing, because this headquarters had not been granted real authority to command the three services participating in the operation, each service ultimately stood on its own institutional footing and held to its own views on how the operation should be coordinated. As a result, the planned pre-landing air bombardment and naval gunfire preparation were both scrapped: the explanation given was that air bombardment would alert the German defenders, and that the resulting rubble might block the landing force’s approach routes; the Navy, for its part, worried that its major warships would take damage from German coastal batteries if committed to fire support, and so withdrew the large vessels originally intended to provide it; and the airborne forces called off their planned drop because of poor weather forecast for the day of the operation. All of this not only weakened the overall striking power of the landing force, but also had numerous adverse effects on the speed with which the landing troops could get ashore and on the achievement of tactical surprise.

Precisely because of this, although the other services did provide some degree of coordinated support, the Dieppe landing became, in practice, almost a one-service show, carried almost entirely by the ground forces alone. Worse still, even the landing force itself failed to properly coordinate its own internal movements. During the crossing, the formations of landing craft and gunboats became mixed up; the landing craft carrying the Royal Regiment of Canada followed the wrong gunboats, and the landing force had no choice but to make an adjustment to the Royal Regiment of Canada’s formation. This not only delayed the Royal Regiment of Canada’s own landing by 20 minutes, causing the later Main Assault Group to run into the full weight of enemy fire, but also, because of the encounter between the German submarine chasers and the Allied landing force, meant that the landing troops suffered heavy losses even before they had come ashore. Once the landing force’s movements had been exposed, the overall commander of the operation, uncertain of the true situation, delayed far too long in issuing the appropriate operational orders; as a result, the various landing craft did not act according to a unified, coordinated plan but instead fought on their own, leaving the sea in a state of complete confusion. Compounding this, communications remained poor throughout — even though British coastal radar had detected the German escort convoy, it proved impossible to relay this information to the landing fleet. The result was that the landing force, without any preparatory air or naval gunfire support, found itself caught in a storm of enemy fire from every direction; the troops that had come ashore were trapped, unable to advance or retreat, suffering catastrophic casualties, and the more than 40 tanks stranded on the beach became nothing more than stationary targets for the Germans.







Chapter 64: The Normandy Landing Operation

(June 6 – July 18, 1944)

The Normandy landing operation was the largest strategic landing operation in the history of world warfare. It formed an essential part of Operation Overlord, the campaign by which American, British, Canadian, and other Allied forces returned to the European continent in the later stages of the Second World War. The operation began on June 6, 1944 and ended on July 18, lasting 43 days. The Allies committed as many as 2.88 million troops to the campaign; the army alone fielded 36 divisions — 23 infantry divisions, 10 armored divisions, and 3 airborne divisions — totaling about 1.53 million men. The navy committed roughly 5,000 vessels of various types, and the air forces committed more than 10,000 combat aircraft. German forces engaged totaled more than 540,000 men, with the army fielding 58 divisions in all; the navy had over 500 vessels of various types, and the air force had more than 160 aircraft of various types. In this campaign, the Allies suffered 122,000 casualties, while the Germans suffered 114,000 killed, wounded, and captured. The Allied victory in this campaign was of major strategic significance for their subsequent large-scale offensive in Western Europe, for hastening the collapse of Nazi Germany, and for shaping the postwar order in Europe.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

After the battles of Stalingrad and Kursk in 1943, Soviet forces began their strategic counteroffensive; following the Allied landing on Sicily, Allied forces pushed into the Italian peninsula, and in the Pacific theater, the Allies had likewise shifted onto the offensive — the overall course of the war had begun to turn decisively in the Allies’ favor. In January 1943, the American-British Casablanca Conference decided to begin preparations for a landing in Western Europe. In March, the Allies established a combined supreme headquarters staff under the British Army Lieutenant General Morgan to begin drawing up the operational plan. In May and August, Roosevelt and Churchill agreed successively at the Washington and Quebec conferences that the Allies would land in Western Europe in 1944, in coordination with the Soviet strategic counteroffensive. In November and December, at the Tehran Conference, Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin formally agreed that in May 1944 the American and British Allies would land in northern France, with a supporting diversionary landing in the south of France. The Allies subsequently appointed the American Army General Dwight Eisenhower as Supreme Commander of the Allied Expeditionary Force in Europe.

In January 1944, Eisenhower arrived in London to take up his post and organize his headquarters. His deputy supreme commander was the British Air Marshal Arthur Tedder; his chief of staff was the American Army Lieutenant General Walter Bedell Smith; his naval commander was the British Admiral Bertram Ramsay; his air commander was the British Air Chief Marshal Trafford Leigh-Mallory; his ground forces commander was the British Army General Bernard Montgomery; and his American ground forces commander was Lieutenant General Omar Bradley.

To conceal the operational plan, the Allied supreme headquarters staff conducted a thorough analysis and comparison of potential landing areas, ultimately selecting the stretch of coast in the Normandy region running from the mouth of the Orne River to the southern tip of the Cotentin Peninsula as the landing area, divided from west to east into five landing sectors, codenamed “Utah” (American), “Omaha” (American), “Gold” (British), “Juno” (Canadian), and “Sword” (British), with the landing set for early June 1944.

Allied objectives for the landing: The Allies intended to launch a surprise assault along an approximately 80-kilometer front in the Normandy region, running from the mouth of the Orne River to the port of Ouistreham on the Cotentin Peninsula. After coming ashore, they would first seize the line from Cherbourg to Caen, linking together the separate landing sectors and establishing a unified army-group landing zone; they would then push outward in depth and to the flanks, capturing Cherbourg and the ports of Brittany, and establish a network of airfields east of Caen, creating favorable conditions for a subsequent large-scale land offensive.

German objectives in defending against the landing: With the Allies in possession of absolute air and naval superiority, the German plan was to rely on their fortified anti-landing positions to repel the numerically superior Allied assault, concentrating every available unit at the point of the Allies’ main landing effort and launching a decisive counterattack or counter-assault to annihilate the Allied forces right at the water’s edge.

Allied force deployment: The landing force was organized as the 21st Army Group, comprising the American First Army, the British Second Army, and the Canadian First Army. The navy was organized into two task forces, Western and Eastern: the Western Task Force was divided into “U” and “O” landing forces, transporting two divisions of the American First Army ashore, with air support provided by the American 9th Tactical Air Force; the Eastern Task Force was divided into “G,” “J,” and “S” landing forces, transporting three divisions of the British Second Army (including one Canadian division) ashore, with air support provided by the British 2nd Tactical Air Force. Each landing force had its own naval gunfire support group, responsible for preparatory bombardment and fire support. Both task forces also had a follow-on landing force (“B” and “L” forces respectively) to bring ashore the second echelon. In addition, prior to the landing it was planned to drop two-and-a-half airborne divisions in the American and British landing sectors.

German force deployment: German forces in the west were held by Army Group B and Army Group G, both under the overall command of Field Marshal von Rundstedt, totaling 58 divisions (of which 33 were coastal defense divisions with very limited mobility). Army Group B, commanded by Field Marshal Rommel, defended northern France, Belgium, and the Dutch coast, with the bulk of its strength concentrated in the Pas-de-Calais area; only 6 divisions (including 3 coastal defense divisions) were stationed in Normandy. By this time the Germans had already lost both air and naval superiority; the navy’s forces available to resist a landing amounted to only about 500 small and medium surface vessels and 49 submarines based in the ports of the Bay of Biscay. The German 3rd Air Fleet, responsible for defending France, was nominally credited with 500 aircraft, but in reality had only 90 bombers and 70 fighters.

To counter an eventual Allied landing, Hitler had already ordered, as early as December 1941, the fastest possible construction of the “Atlantic Wall” — a permanent anti-landing defensive line running from Norway to Spain along the Atlantic coast, made up of strong fortified points and field works, with minefields and underwater obstacles. By 1944, the “Atlantic Wall” remained far from complete, but it still presented a formidable defensive barrier. The main effort of its construction was concentrated in the Pas-de-Calais area, leaving the defenses in the Normandy region comparatively weak. The German high command anticipated an Allied landing somewhere in Western Europe, but opinion was divided on exactly where. Hitler himself believed a landing at Pas-de-Calais was most likely. The German navy’s leadership, based on the pattern of Allied minelaying in the English Channel, had at one point judged that a landing at Normandy was possible, but this assessment failed to draw serious attention from either Hitler or the army’s senior commanders. Shortly before the Allied landing, Hitler had in fact briefly estimated that a landing at Normandy was possible and had ordered some strengthening of the area’s defenses. But once the landing began, Hitler again concluded that the Normandy landing was merely a diversion, and that the main Allied landing would still come at Pas-de-Calais.




II. Course of the Battle

On May 28, 1944, at Eisenhower’s order, the largest and most meticulously prepared landing operation in history began. On June 1, the landing forces began boarding ship at 15 ports along the southern coast of England. The landing had originally been set for June 5, but was postponed 24 hours because of poor weather. Each landing convoy sailed from its assembly point to a rendezvous area southeast of the Isle of Wight, then proceeded along five shipping lanes, led by minesweepers, with fire-support ships and aircraft providing cover. After crossing the midline of the Channel, each convoy’s single lane split into two, one for fast vessels and one for slower ones. The entire landing operation can be divided into roughly three phases.


(1) Airborne assault to seize the landing zone (early morning of June 6, 1944)

During the Sicily landing, the Allied airborne operation had suffered heavy losses, and this left senior Allied commanders divided on how best to use airborne forces this time. Some argued for dropping troops deep behind enemy lines to pin down German reserves; others argued for scattered drops just inland of the beaches to cause widespread disruption; and the Allied air commander, Air Chief Marshal Leigh-Mallory, believing the airborne operation would suffer devastating casualties, argued flatly for canceling the airborne drop altogether. Eisenhower, however, judged that the area behind the Normandy beaches was largely marshland, with only a few passable routes; if these routes could not be secured in time, the landing force would be trapped on the beaches. Moreover, German armored units were positioned in the near depth of the defense, and unless the key terrain could be seized, the landing force risked being driven back into the sea. Both of these critical tasks had to be accomplished at the same time as the landing itself — and only airborne troops could achieve that. Eisenhower therefore overrode the objections and decided to commit the entire Allied airborne force in Europe — three airborne divisions — to seize the key areas, in coordination with the seaborne landing, whatever the cost.

The airborne forces committed were the American 82nd and 101st Airborne Divisions and the British 6th Airborne Division. Air transport was provided by the American 9th Troop Carrier Command and two British transport groups, with 1,800 transport aircraft and 1,200 gliders in all. Each airborne division was organized into three echelons — assault, follow-on, and seaborne. The assault echelon, formed of parachute regiments, was to jump five hours before the landing; the follow-on echelon, glider-borne infantry regiments, was to land by glider 15 hours after the assault echelon jumped; the division’s heavy equipment — tanks, armored vehicles, and the rest of the division — formed the seaborne echelon, to come ashore by sea once the landing zone had been secured. The planned time for the airborne landing was 1:00 a.m. on June 6, and the planned time for the seaborne landing was 6:30 a.m. on June 6.

Before the paratroopers landed, RAF bomber formations carried out preparatory air strikes against the various drop zones and deliberately exposed German searchlights and anti-aircraft positions, so that night fighters could suppress them and ensure the paratroopers’ safe landing. At the same time, part of the RAF’s bomber force dropped tinfoil strips, dummy paratroopers, and other noise-making devices over the southern Cotentin Peninsula and the Le Havre area to deceive the Germans. The Allies also sent 40 to 50 transport aircraft to feint an incursion over the narrowest point of the English Channel toward Boulogne and the Pas-de-Calais area, to blind German coastal radar stations there and divert their attention away from the Normandy airborne drop zones.

West of Normandy: At 1:30 a.m. on the 6th, the American 101st Airborne Division, carried by more than 430 transport aircraft, landed in three drop zones southeast of Sainte-Mère-Église, a key transportation hub on the Cotentin Peninsula. As the paratroopers landed, the transport formation broke apart under the threat of ground anti-aircraft fire, and the paratroopers were scattered over an area as large as 960 square kilometers, causing enormous difficulty in reassembling the force after landing, and for a considerable time the division was unable to concentrate its scattered elements. By the end of the day, of the division’s roughly 6,000 men, only about 2,500 had been gathered, with the majority still scattered and isolated. Even so, the division succeeded in seizing four routes and one lock leading to “Utah” Beach, effectively securing the landing there for the American 4th Infantry Division.

At 1:45 a.m., the American 82nd Airborne Division, carried by more than 370 transport aircraft and 50-odd gliders, landed west of Sainte-Mère-Église. Because the paratroopers were scattered over such a wide area, two regiments were unable to assemble sufficient strength in time. By the end of the day, the division had gathered about 2,000 men and had completed only one of its several assigned objectives — the capture of the town of Sainte-Mère-Église itself at dawn. The successful capture of this town disrupted the German defensive dispositions in the area and severed the main German line of communication on the Cotentin Peninsula. The division also rapidly moved to engage German forces and repelled a German counterattack from the south, giving the right flank of the American 101st Airborne Division a solid measure of protection.

East of Normandy: At 2:00 a.m. on the 6th, the British 6th Airborne Division dropped into the area north of the Normandy beachhead, between the Orne River and the Dives River. After landing, the division seized the bridges over the Orne River by surprise assault and used the cover of darkness to destroy five bridges over the Dives River and its tributaries, effectively preventing German forces east of the Dives from maneuvering toward the landing area. By the end of the day, the division had six parachute battalions, two glider-landed battalions, 50 anti-tank guns, and a number of light tanks ashore.



(2) Assault landing to seize the beachhead (all day, June 6, 1944)

Even as the airborne assault was raging, an even fiercer battle was unfolding on the beaches themselves. An hour and a half before the seaborne landing began (5:00 a.m.), the Allies opened with a massive preparatory air bombardment of the Normandy region: more than 2,200 bomber sorties of various types dropped over 7,000 tons of bombs, inflicting devastating damage on the bulk of the German coastal fortifications. Half an hour before the landing (5:30 a.m.), more than 100 Allied warships carried out a preparatory naval bombardment along the entire 80-kilometer Normandy front.

Between 6:30 and 7:45 a.m. on the 6th, the Allied landing forces stormed ashore, exactly as planned, across the five carefully chosen landing sectors:

“Utah” Beach: This beach was a 14.5-kilometer stretch of coast on the eastern side of the Cotentin Peninsula, running south from Quinéville to just north of the mouth of the Carentan estuary. It was a gently sloping sandy beach; the Germans had placed several rows of obstacles on the sand, behind which lay a stretch of dry sand, then dunes 90 to 180 meters wide on which the Germans had built concrete pillboxes, and finally, behind the beach, a belt of marshland 1.5 to 3 kilometers wide.

The frontage for the “Utah” landing was two kilometers, assaulted by the American 4th Infantry Division of VII Corps, whose three regiments were organized into three echelons comprising 26 landing waves, storming ashore on schedule at 6:30 a.m. Because all four routes leading off the beach were already controlled by the American 101st Airborne Division, and the beach itself was defended only by a single, relatively weak regiment of a German coastal-defense division, the division met comparatively little resistance and the landing went relatively smoothly. By the end of the day, the division had linked up with the 101st Airborne Division and together had secured a landing zone about nine kilometers wide and nine kilometers deep. That day, American forces landing at this beach numbered 23,000, with only 197 casualties.

“Omaha” Beach: “Omaha” was the costliest of the five landing beaches, earning the grim nickname “Bloody Omaha.”

“Omaha” Beach lay east of “Utah” Beach, on the southern coast of the Cotentin Peninsula between the mouth of the Vire River and Port-en-Bessin, a stretch of coast 6.4 kilometers long. The coastline here consisted of steep bluffs more than 30 meters high, broken by four ravines carved out by water erosion, forming natural exits inland. The tidal range on the beach between low and high water was about 2.7 meters; the beach itself was firm sand, backed by a high shingle bank, behind which lay dunes, grassland, and woods. The only road leading inland passed through three small villages, their houses built of thick stone, surrounded by fields whose earthen banks were overgrown with small trees — the distinctive hedgerow (bocage) terrain of Normandy, easy to defend and hard to attack. The Germans made full use of this favorable natural terrain to construct their defenses, laying three belts of obstacles between the low- and high-tide lines, many of them mined, and building concrete pillboxes on the shingle bank; the pillboxes were further protected by belly-shaped barbed-wire entanglements and mines, and all four exits were sealed off with mines and reinforced-concrete obstacles. Along the coast were 16 strongpoints equipped with machine guns and anti-tank guns; concealed bunkers were also built into the bluffs, housing extremely powerful 88mm guns whose fire could cover the entire beach, and atop Pointe du Hoc stood six 155mm coastal guns that posed a severe threat to Allied warships offshore.

The Allies chose to land here because the stretch from the mouth of the Vire to Arromanches lay directly between the American “Utah” Beach and “Gold” Beach, making it a position of great importance. In addition, the Allies believed the defenders here belonged to a single regiment of the 716th Coastal Defense Division — a unit with no armor, no motorized transport, and manned largely by older reservists with poor combat effectiveness. In reality, however, in mid-March Rommel, seeking to reinforce Normandy’s defenses, had transferred the elite 352nd Infantry Division from Saint-Lô, and one of that division’s main regiments had in fact been deployed at “Omaha.” Allied intelligence did not discover the whereabouts of the 352nd Division until after the landing force had already set sail — by which time it was too late.

The landing at “Omaha” was carried out by one regiment each of the American 1st and 29th Divisions of V Corps, transported by Force “O” under the command of Rear Admiral John Hall. They shifted to their landing craft at 3:00 a.m. on June 6, but the sea was running high with strong winds; ten landing craft capsized in the heavy swells, spilling the 300 soldiers aboard into the sea to fend for themselves. Even among the soldiers whose craft did not capsize, most were violently seasick, and with seawater constantly drenching the boats, the men were cold, wet, and thoroughly exhausted by the time they reached the beach.

Worse still, in the preparatory fire support before the landing, in the initial effort to preserve tactical surprise no air bombardment had been carried out on this sector at all. At 5:50 a.m. on June 6, a naval gunfire support group of two battleships, four cruisers, and 12 destroyers carried out a 40-minute preparatory bombardment, but out of fear of German coastal guns at Pointe du Hoc, the warships fired only from long range, and accuracy was very poor. At 6:00 a.m., 480 B-26 bombers carried out a direct air bombardment of the German defensive positions, dropping 1,285 tons of bombs — but with the cloud ceiling low and thick, the pilots, fearing they might hit their own troops, deliberately delayed their bomb release by 30 seconds, with the result that all 1,285 tons of bombs fell more than five kilometers beyond their targets. As a result, the German defensive works and firing positions were left almost entirely intact, and the moment the Allied preparatory fire ended, German guns opened up.

The amphibious tanks scheduled to accompany the landing troops ashore and provide immediate fire support fared little better: of the 32 launched in the western sector, 27 sank within minutes of entering the water because of the heavy seas. Of the remaining five, two survived thanks to their crews’ superior seamanship in the rough water and made it ashore; the other three survived thanks to the quick thinking of a landing-craft commander who, seeing the first tank sink the moment it entered the water, immediately ordered the bow ramp closed and carried the remaining three tanks directly onto the beach. In the eastern sector, seeing how rough the seas were, the commander decided not to launch the amphibious tanks at all but to carry them directly onto the beach — but this meant they arrived ahead of schedule; forced to wait offshore for the armored vehicles they were meant to support, the tank landing craft had to loiter near the coast, where the Germans seized the opportunity to pound them mercilessly, sinking two tank landing craft before the remaining amphibious tanks and armored vehicles finally made it onto the beach at 6:45 — only for several of them to be destroyed by German fire moments after reaching the sand. Next, the first wave of 1,500 men began their assault landing; but an eastward-running tidal current at sea, together with drifting smoke ashore, made it hard for the soldiers to keep their bearings, and their formations quickly fell into disorder. To come ashore, the troops first had to wade through more than a meter of water across a shallows 50 to 90 meters wide, and then cross a further 180 to 270 meters of completely exposed beach before reaching the shingle bank — and all of this had to be done under intense, concentrated German fire. As a result, in the first crucial half hour, these 1,500 men were essentially unable to fight at all, struggling merely to survive in the shallows and on the sand. Of the eight companies in the first landing wave, only two managed to reach their assigned beach sector, and even they were pinned down, unable to lift their heads, by German fire.

The second wave arrived at the beach at 7:00, right at high tide, and German artillery fire was extremely accurate and intense, pinning the entire landing force onto the narrow strip of beach. For two hours, not a single man in the western sector managed to cross the beach, and in the eastern sector only a nine-meter stretch of beach was secured. The sea was crowded with landing craft, and utter chaos reigned; the beachmaster ordered that only personnel be allowed ashore, with vehicles and supplies held back for the time being. At this point, the American First Army commander, General Bradley, based on scattered reports from communications and naval observation posts, understood that the landing was in extremely serious trouble, with almost no prospect of success; he considered abandoning the landing at “Omaha” altogether and redirecting the follow-on forces of the American V Corps to come ashore instead at “Utah” Beach or the British beaches.

But just at this moment, the situation began to turn. The American naval gunfire support ships, seeing the mounting casualties among the troops ashore, and receiving no further word from the shore fire-control parties and naval liaison teams — which by then had gone silent — realized on their own initiative just how dire the situation on the beach had become. Seventeen destroyers, showing real initiative, braved the dangers of running aground, striking mines, and coming under artillery fire to close to within 730 meters of the beach and deliver close-range fire support. On the beach, 150 members of a commando unit had by then managed to climb Pointe du Hoc, where they discovered that the so-called 155mm coastal guns there were in fact nothing more than telephone poles rigged up to look like guns — eliminating the threat that had loomed so large. The American destroyers then unleashed their full firepower, opening fire one after another on German positions along the beach; their overwhelming firepower left the Germans utterly unable to resist, and many simply raised white flags in surrender. The destroyers then continued engaging every newly spotted target, and whenever soldiers ashore used tracer fire to mark a target, the destroyers would immediately bombard it. It was this proactive support from the destroyers that gradually suppressed German fire and created the conditions that allowed the American troops on the beach to press their attack. Ashore, American officers also worked hard to rally their men — the assistant commander of the 29th Division, for instance, standing amid a hail of shrapnel on the beach, shouted: “There are only two kinds of people left on this beach: those who are already dead, and those who are about to die. Come on! Follow me!” Colonel Taylor, commanding the 1st Division’s 16th Regiment, likewise rallied his troops: “The only ones who are going to die here are the ones who stay here — we might as well die charging up that beach!” Under leadership like this, despite crippling losses, the American troops on the beach were nonetheless seasoned veterans — the 1st Division in particular, which had won glory dating back to the First World War and bore the proud nickname “The Big Red One” in the American army, pressed on wave after wave with what remained of its force, repeatedly blasting open the seawall to create an exit, and finally broke through onto the shingle bank. Upon hearing the news, Bradley remarked with deep feeling: “Thank God the 1st Division was there!” By nightfall, the 1st and 29th Divisions had finally hacked out a bloody path forward, securing a landing zone 6.4 kilometers wide and 2.4 kilometers deep; by that night, the frontage of the landing zone had expanded further, to 8 kilometers, with a total of 35,000 men ashore. Over the course of D-Day, the American V Corps paid an extremely heavy price, suffering some 2,500 killed alone. That night, once the V Corps headquarters came ashore and set up its forward command post, its commander, Major General Gerow, sent his first message to Bradley: “Thank God for the United States Navy.”

“Gold” Beach: This beach lay east of Port-en-Bessin, stretching 5.2 kilometers from La Rivière to Arromanches — a low, flat beach, essentially a sandy slope rising to about ten meters above sea level.

The landing force here was the British 50th Division of XXX Corps. The frontage for the “Gold” landing was five kilometers; the 50th Division, organized into two echelons, began landing at 7:25 a.m. By this time visibility had improved considerably, and Allied aircraft began providing strong direct close air support to the landing force. In the early stages of the British landing, although the Germans put up resistance, they were quickly driven back. By the end of the day, four brigades of the division had come ashore successfully and had established a landing zone about eight kilometers deep.

“Juno” Beach: This beach lay seven kilometers east of “Gold” Beach, on either side of the mouth of the Seulles River, with dunes behind the beach itself.

The landing force here was the Canadian 3rd Infantry Division, reinforced by one armored brigade. The frontage for the “Juno” landing was about 6.5 kilometers; the 3rd Division, organized into two echelons, began landing at 8:00 a.m. With the support of naval gunfire and amphibious tank fire, the division fought through fierce combat and ultimately broke through the German coastal defensive positions. By the end of the day, Canadian forces had advanced to within five kilometers of Caen and had linked up with the British landing zone at “Gold” Beach, forming a combined landing zone about 19 kilometers wide and about 10 kilometers deep.

“Sword” Beach: Of the Allies’ five landing beaches, this was the easternmost, situated on either side of the mouth of the Orne River and the Caen Canal; because of continuous offshore reefs, the area suitable for landing was very narrow.

The landing force here was the British 3rd Infantry Division of I Corps. The frontage for the “Sword” landing was 1.5 kilometers; the 3rd Division, organized into three echelons, began landing at 7:25 a.m. The division broke through the German coastal defensive positions and then attempted to advance in coordination with the Canadian 3rd Division to take Caen, but this attempt failed in the face of stubborn resistance from the German 21st Panzer Division. By the end of the day, the division had linked up with the British 6th Airborne Division and had secured a landing zone about eight kilometers deep.

On the day of the landing, Allied forces succeeded in coming ashore at all five Normandy beaches, with ten divisions and a total of over 130,000 men landed, securing several separate landing zones eight to ten kilometers in depth. Although these landing zones had not yet been linked together, they created the conditions for the mass landing of follow-on forces. By the 7th, about 176,000 men had set foot on French soil, and 20,000 vehicles of various types had come ashore in the Normandy area. The Allies had breached the German-built “Atlantic Wall” at the cost of roughly 8,000 dead, wounded, and missing.

To the Allies’ surprise, the Germans failed to mount an organized counterattack on D-Day itself — chiefly because of poor weather. German weather forecasters had failed to predict the brief spell of good weather on June 6, and as a result the German high command, from top to bottom, was convinced the Allies could not possibly launch an invasion in such weather; frontline units were not placed on combat alert, and even routine patrols and security measures were canceled. During this period, the German commander-in-chief in the west, Field Marshal von Rundstedt, requested that the armored units held in strategic reserve be committed to a counterattack, but Chief of the General Staff Jodl refused. And just as the Allied landing was getting underway, Hitler himself — who alone held authority over the strategic reserve — had just gone to sleep; his staff, receiving urgent reports from the front, dared not wake him. By the time Hitler awoke, it was already 10:00 a.m. on June 6 — eight hours after the Allied airborne assault had begun, and four hours after the seaborne landing. Upon being briefed by his staff, Hitler concluded that the Normandy landing was merely a diversionary attack, and ordered that neither the 15th Army of Army Group B nor the strategic reserve be moved toward Normandy, permitting only the 21st Panzer Division to reinforce the area. Just as the 21st Panzer Division had assembled and was preparing to attack, 500 Allied transport aircraft flew directly overhead, delivering follow-on troops and supplies to the British 6th Airborne Division; the division’s commander, Major General Feuchtinger, mistakenly believed the Allied airborne troops were about to encircle his own forces from front and rear, and, in a state of panic, abandoned the planned counterattack and ordered a hasty withdrawal, sending forward only a single tank-based battlegroup to attack the Allied paratroopers. By the afternoon of D-Day, Hitler suddenly changed his mind and ordered the SS 12th Panzer Division and the Panzer Lehr Division to move from the Pas-de-Calais area toward Normandy. But because of Allied electronic jamming, German communications broke down, and by the time the order finally reached the units it was already evening. Combined with Allied air interdiction and the destruction of roads and bridges, the German armored divisions found it extremely difficult to reach the battlefield quickly.

Rommel had predicted that June 6 would be “the decisive twenty-four hours”; Eisenhower would later call it “the longest day in history.” And so, remarkably, that fateful day passed without the decisive German counterattack either side had expected.



(3) Advancing in depth to consolidate and expand the beachhead (June 7 – July 18, 1944)

From June 7 onward, as follow-on forces continued to land, the Allies pushed outward to the flanks and in depth from each of the landing beaches, in order to link together the separate, isolated landing zones into a single, unified, consolidated beachhead. The American 4th Infantry Division, 101st Airborne Division, and 82nd Airborne Division advanced from “Utah” Beach in three directions — north, south, and west; the American 29th and 1st Divisions advanced from “Omaha” Beach to the west and south. Because the “Gold,” “Juno,” and “Sword” beaches lay fairly close together, the British and Canadian forces linked the three landing zones into a single continuous front and advanced side by side toward Caen. By June 12, the Allies had joined together all the separate landing zones, establishing a unified army-group beachhead approximately 80 kilometers wide and 13 to 19 kilometers deep, with over 320,000 men, 50,000 vehicles, and more than 100,000 tons of combat supplies ashore.

From June 13 onward, the Allies continued to press their advance in depth, aiming to seize the important port city of Cherbourg and the two key transportation hubs of the Normandy region, Saint-Lô and Caen. The American 9th Infantry Division, in coordination with the 82nd Airborne Division, struck at Barneville on the western coast of the Cotentin Peninsula and captured it on June 18, cutting off the Cherbourg garrison’s route of retreat. British and Canadian forces, meanwhile, adopted a strategy of encircling but not directly assaulting Caen from June 13 to early July, in order to pin down the bulk of German strength in the Caen area and thereby support the American effort to take Cherbourg. Thereafter, American forces launched a simultaneous assault on Cherbourg with three infantry divisions, and, with the support of naval gunfire and air power, captured the port of Cherbourg on June 27.

By early July, the Allies had landed a million men, over 170,000 vehicles, and nearly 600,000 tons of supplies. Because the beachhead was still too small, the Allies now launched operations to expand it. Once American forces had captured Cherbourg, British forces committed three divisions to encircle Caen from three directions and captured the city and its nearby airfield on July 18. At the same time, American forces committed five infantry divisions and one armored division, in a three-pronged assault, to encircle Saint-Lô, capturing the town on July 18 as well and splitting the German Army Group B in two.

With this, American, British, and Canadian forces had reached the line running through Caen, Coutances, and Lessay, establishing a beachhead 150 kilometers wide and 13 to 35 kilometers deep, laying the groundwork for the ensuing overland offensive. The Normandy campaign ended in a brilliant Allied victory.

British Prime Minister Churchill, after touring the smoke-shrouded Normandy battlefield, remarked: “The most difficult and complicated operation in history has returned the Allies to the European continent.”





III. Analysis

Although more than sixty years have now passed since the Normandy landing, it remains a subject of great attention among military theorists worldwide. On June 6, 2004 — the sixtieth anniversary of D-Day — I visited the landing beaches myself and stood on the old battlefield, imagining the fighting that had once raged there. Looking inland from the water’s edge, one sees, between the surf lapping the shore and the plateau standing dozens of meters above sea level, natural sandbanks and gullies that once formed obstacles in the path of the attacking forces. On the plateau lie tens of hectares of Allied war cemeteries, their endless rows of white crosses against the green grass a deeply moving sight. The planning, organization, and execution of this campaign offer many valuable lessons of enduring relevance, and remain important guides for organizing and commanding large-scale landing operations today.


(1) Successful strategic and operational deception not only achieved surprise at the main landing site but also had a decisive influence on the development of the entire campaign

That the Allies intended to open a second front in Western Europe was, by this time, an open secret. But the Allies succeeded in crossing the English Channel while keeping the two most fundamental elements — the location and timing of the landing — a complete mystery to the Germans throughout. The Allies’ greatest success lay in concealing the true direction of the main landing effort. The Allies deliberately chose Normandy as the main theater for this landing operation, catching the Germans by surprise. In northwestern France there were three areas suitable for a landing, each with its own advantages and drawbacks, making the choice a difficult one.

The first was the Cotentin Peninsula. Landing forces here would find it relatively easy to come ashore and could quickly seize the port of Cherbourg, but the peninsula’s terrain was narrow and complex, making it difficult for forces to deploy after landing and push inland. In addition, the eastern part of the peninsula included a stretch of marshy, river-crossed land well suited to German defense and capable of blocking any Allied advance into the French interior.

The second was the Pas-de-Calais area. In terms of distance, Pas-de-Calais was only 39.6 kilometers from the English coast, compared with 140 kilometers for Normandy — but Pas-de-Calais was precisely the area the Germans had fortified most heavily, and it lacked good inland transportation routes, making it difficult to push forces in depth.

The third was the Normandy region. Although farther from England, this area had several other advantages. First, German defenses here were weaker, with only six divisions plus three regiments, totaling about 90,000 men. Second, the landing area itself was fairly wide, able to accommodate up to 30 divisions coming ashore, and the terrain inland was relatively flat, favorable for large-scale troop movement. Third, Britain’s main ports were concentrated along its southern coast, relatively close to Normandy, making logistical support easier to organize. The Cotentin Peninsula, jutting far out to sea on the western side of this area, could also serve as a natural breakwater for the Bay of the Seine, reducing the impact of strong westerly winds on ship movements. Fourth, if the bridges over the Seine and Vire rivers within the inland landward zone could be destroyed, German reinforcements could be cut off entirely. In addition, although this area lacked a large port, one could in principle be built artificially. Weighing all these factors, the Allies ultimately settled on Normandy as the main landing area.

During the preparation and execution of the Normandy landing, in order to conceal the true direction of the main assault and achieve surprise, the Allies carried out an extensive campaign of deception and camouflage through carefully planned stratagems. One notable example was the strategic deception plan codenamed “Fortitude.” The Allies fabricated an entirely fictitious “First U.S. Army Group” facing the Pas-de-Calais coast from Dover, on the English side of the Channel opposite Calais; they appointed the famous American general George Patton as its “commander,” established a dummy headquarters at Dover, and had more than 300 signals personnel simulate the radio traffic of an army group’s headquarters, corps, divisions, regiments, and battalions, meticulously matching the normal volume of daily communications appropriate to each echelon. Even genuine orders from the real 21st Army Group headquarters were first relayed by telephone to the dummy headquarters at Dover before being transmitted onward by the fake headquarters’ radio equipment. German radio intercept and direction-finding units picked up on this radio traffic, concluding from it that the main direction of the Allied landing would be Pas-de-Calais — precisely because the Allied command appeared, from this evidence, to be located directly across from Calais at Dover. In the Dover area, the Allies also built military camps, warehouses, roads, and fuel pipelines, and, with the help of Hollywood set designers, constructed dummy supply dumps, dummy airfields, dummy aircraft, and dummy tanks and artillery, going so far as to fake the oil slicks left by warships and the tank tracks left on roads. They even redeployed some units that had no combat role in the early stages of the landing to this area for training exercises, to add to the illusion. Through this elaborate mixture of real and fake, substance and illusion, they deceived German reconnaissance aircraft, which had gone to great trouble to penetrate Allied air defenses to photograph the area, into concluding that the Allies had massed some 40 divisions — forming the “First Army Group” — around Dover, leading the Germans to mistakenly believe that Pas-de-Calais must be the Allies’ main landing direction.

In the air war, American and British air forces followed a strict rule when reconnoitering and bombing the Normandy region: for every one aircraft sent to reconnoiter Normandy, two would be sent on a diversionary reconnaissance mission over Pas-de-Calais; for every one target bombed in Normandy, two targets would be bombed in Pas-de-Calais; and for every ton of bombs dropped on Normandy, two tons would be dropped on Pas-de-Calais. This carefully calibrated ratio of “true minority, false majority” further concealed the true direction of the main assault, leaving the Germans unable to distinguish fact from fiction.

In the massive air raids the Allies launched against German radar stations, they deliberately spared nine radar stations north of the Seine from bombing, so that the Germans would be able to use these stations to detect a decoy fleet the Allies sent out before the landing. This decoy fleet set sail toward Pas-de-Calais three hours before the actual landing, consisting of 18 small boats, each towing a raft on which was mounted a large balloon 29 feet in diameter; inside each balloon was a radar transmitter that produced a radar signature equivalent to that of a 10,000-ton landing ship. Above the fleet, more than 50 aircraft flew back and forth, dropping strips of tinfoil chaff. These measures caused the screens of German radar stations to show what appeared to be a massive landing fleet advancing under heavy air cover.

Britain also took unprecedented security measures. First, to prevent Germany and Italy from obtaining intelligence via Ireland, Britain and the United States pressured Ireland into closing the German and Italian legations there and confiscating their wireless equipment. Starting February 9, 1944, Britain cut off all civilian contact with Ireland. On March 17, it went further, announcing a blockade of Ireland, intercepting any aircraft or vessels attempting to leave without authorization.

Second, to prevent foreign diplomatic personnel in Britain from obtaining intelligence, Britain announced on April 17 the temporary suspension of diplomatic privileges, prohibiting foreign diplomatic personnel from traveling within or leaving Britain; banning the use of diplomatic pouches; forbidding embassies from using their own radios to communicate with their home countries (in case of emergency, they could only use radios and operators provided by Britain); and placing all foreign embassies under comprehensive surveillance.

Third, strict censorship was imposed on civilian news reporting; every news report had to pass multiple layers of review before publication. Journalists were forbidden from sending reports abroad, and the export of newspapers and magazines was banned, to prevent Germany from gleaning intelligence from them. Beginning May 25, all letters mailed out of Britain were held back and delayed. Except for essential personnel, ordinary citizens were also restricted from entering or leaving the country.

Security measures for the troops taking part in the operation were unprecedented as well. On April 1, a ten-mile-wide military exclusion zone was declared along the southern coast of England where the landing forces were assembling. From April 6, all leave was canceled, and every piece of official mail and every phone call made by military personnel and civil servants was subject to inspection. American personnel were forbidden from making unauthorized overseas calls or sending telegrams back to the United States. From May 28, all units taking part in the initial phase of the landing were confined within barbed-wire-enclosed camps under military police guard, with no unauthorized departures permitted. Knowledge of the landing plan itself was strictly limited to a carefully vetted circle of officers. Seven days before D-Day, the landing date and the operational plan were disclosed down to division-level commanders. Three days before D-Day, landing-area maps, nautical charts, and other intelligence on the enemy were distributed down to regimental-level commanders. Two days before D-Day, operational orders were issued to all units. At the same time, 2,000 intelligence personnel kept close watch over and inspected officers and men of every rank in the participating units.

All of this formed the strategic and operational deception plan surrounding the Normandy landing, which served as the guardian of the operation’s success. British Prime Minister Churchill and the head of British intelligence, Sir Stewart Menzies, came to the supreme headquarters and praised the organization and execution of the deception plan in the highest terms, calling it one of the most successful achievements in the long history of British intelligence. As Churchill himself put it: “In wartime, truth is so precious that she should always be attended by a bodyguard of lies.”



(2) Concentrating superior force to seize air and sea control was a critical guarantee of the landing’s success

In the Normandy landing, the disparity in air and naval strength between the two sides was enormous: the ratio of air power favored the Allies by more than 10 to 1, and the ratio of naval power by more than 63 to 1. It was precisely this overwhelming Allied superiority at sea and in the air that secured victory. In the nearly six months of strategic bombing leading up to the landing, the Allies concentrated their air power against Germany’s aviation industry, submarine industry, and oil industry, flying a total of 440,000 sorties and destroying more than 600 German aircraft. Beginning in April 1944, the Allies also concentrated bombing efforts against the German rail transport network across Western Europe, dropping 100,000 tons of bombs and destroying more than 50 rail hubs, leaving 74 bridges and tunnels completely impassable. This paralysis of the transport network meant that German reinforcements could only detrain in eastern France and move up on bicycle, while their heavy equipment could only be moved by horse-drawn transport — plainly incapable of arriving in time. The German plan had called for concentrating 25 divisions within ten days of the landing to mount a counterattack; in the end they managed to assemble only 15 divisions, and even these found it extremely difficult to advance under constant bombardment. Within the war zone, four German airfields suffered extensive bombing damage; of 92 radar stations, only 18 remained functional, and ten major warning stations had been knocked out entirely; of the 55 V-weapon launch sites, 24 had been destroyed by the end of June, another 18 damaged, and only 13 remained untouched. In addition, the Allies also committed 171 fighter squadrons to provide cover and support for shipping at sea, the landing zone, and the forces once ashore.

As a result, on D-Day and in the fighting that followed, German forces found it extremely difficult to move up reinforcements by air. The German plan had called for redeploying three to four air fleets to the front after the landing, but because of overwhelming Allied air cover, this proved impossible. The German navy did attempt to send out four aging torpedo boats from a nearby base on D-Day to challenge the Allied fleet, but the disparity in strength was far too great, and the attempt achieved nothing. A German destroyer flotilla that had sailed out of the Bay of Biscay attempted to break into the English Channel, but after losing two ships to Allied attacks, it was forced to turn back. In the three days following the landing, not a single German submarine succeeded in penetrating the Channel. The experience of the Normandy landing shows clearly that without powerful command of the air and sea, achieving victory in a landing operation is exceedingly difficult.



(3) Accurate hydrographic and meteorological support provided the scientific basis for correctly timing the landing

Weather was one of the most critical factors determining whether the Normandy landing could be carried out successfully. The Allied high command placed enormous importance on meteorological support for the operation. Allied supreme headquarters established a combined meteorological team, comprising one American weather forecasting center and two British weather forecasting centers, each equipped with its own weather reconnaissance aircraft and weather ships. The British Royal Air Force Group Captain and meteorology professor James Stagg was appointed chief meteorological adviser, responsible for briefing the supreme headquarters on the weather twice a week. Beginning May 20, this was increased to twice daily. From May 29 to June 2, Stagg repeatedly reported that a storm was expected around the planned landing date of June 5 — reports that caused great anxiety among every member of the supreme headquarters. On June 3, Force “U,” which had the longest voyage of any of the landing forces, began boarding ship on schedule; but with the forecast calling for strong winds on June 5, Eisenhower decided to postpone the landing by 24 hours and recalled Force “U,” which had already set sail. On June 4, a violent storm struck the English Channel; at 9:30 that evening, the meteorological team, after careful analysis, concluded that a brief spell of good weather lasting about 12 hours would follow after June 5, to be succeeded once again by violent storms.

At this point, as Supreme Commander, Eisenhower faced an agonizing decision: should the landing proceed on June 6? If he ordered the landing to proceed, and the follow-on echelons were then unable to land because of poor weather after the first wave went ashore, the troops already ashore would find themselves isolated, cut off, and unsupported. But if he canceled the landing, the next suitable combination of tide and moonlight would not occur until two weeks later, on June 18 — and such a delay risked lowering morale, causing organizational disarray, and, more importantly, risked the operation’s secrecy being compromised. After weighing the matter, Eisenhower decided to let Force “U,” with the longest voyage, set out first, while reserving final judgment to be issued at dawn on June 5 — by which time Force “U” could still either turn back or press on, according to that final order. In the early hours of June 5, Stagg reaffirmed his forecast of a brief spell of good weather on June 6. Eisenhower consulted the other members of his staff, and all agreed that the landing should proceed on June 6. Eisenhower therefore resolutely gave the order to launch the invasion on June 6. It was precisely this accurate meteorological support that helped the supreme command make this difficult but ultimately correct decision.

The Germans, by contrast, lacking any weather stations along the western coast, had no way of predicting even a brief improvement in the weather, and remained mistakenly convinced that the poor weather would continue, ruling out any possibility of a large-scale landing — and as a result let down their guard.



(4) Powerful logistical, equipment, and engineering support formed the foundation of this landing operation’s success

The Allies spent nearly a full year in preparation for this operation, committing large numbers of troops with full equipment, and ensuring that supplies and equipment for the landing were thoroughly prepared beforehand, with uninterrupted resupply maintained after the landing as well. In terms of logistics, during the preparatory phase the Allies stockpiled enormous quantities of equipment and supplies — shipments from the United States to Britain alone totaled more than 5.2 million tons — and assembled more than 4,000 landing craft and vessels along with large numbers of merchant ships, building a vast logistics organization whose rear-echelon personnel alone numbered more than 370,000. In terms of equipment, in order to effectively overcome the obstacles the Germans had placed on the beaches, the Allies converted more than 1,000 tanks of the British 79th Armored Division into a range of specialized armor — amphibious tanks, “carpet-laying” tanks to lay matting over soft ground, mine-clearing tanks, flame-throwing tanks, bridge-laying tanks, and engineer assault vehicles. These specialized tanks all played important roles in the fighting that followed. In terms of engineering support, the Allies’ inventive construction of artificial harbors and an undersea fuel pipeline played a tremendous role in ensuring the smooth landing of troops and supplies.

Construction of the Allies’ artificial harbors was directed by the British naval officer Commodore Edmund Hallam Tennant. Two harbors were built in all, codenamed Mulberry A and Mulberry B. First, 146 hollow concrete caissons were built, each 61 meters long, in eight different variants to match different water depths at the intended sinking sites, with displacements ranging from 1,772 to 6,044 tons. Each caisson had crew quarters and mounted two anti-aircraft guns. Each caisson had buoyancy tanks to keep it afloat and flood valves that, once opened, would sink it to its designated position within about ten minutes. Since the caissons could not move under their own power, they were towed across the Channel and sunk along the 5.5-meter depth contour one nautical mile offshore, forming a breakwater about 9,000 meters long. Next, 23 pier-heads were built to allow vehicles from landing ships to drive directly onto the beach. These pier-heads were made of connected steel pontoons, each 61 meters long, 17 meters wide, and 18.4 meters high, with a displacement of 5,000 tons, anchored on piles driven into the seabed so that they could rise and fall with the tide. Finally, in consideration of the strong winds and heavy seas that could occur in the English Channel during May and June, the Allies also decided to scuttle three old warships and 56 old merchant vessels outside the concrete caisson breakwater, and, about half a mile further out, to moor a series of cross-shaped steel structures, each 61 meters long, arranged in two rows and anchored along the 18-meter depth contour, forming a further 7,000-meter breakwater. Altogether, the artificial harbor formed by the caissons, pier-heads, sunken ships, and steel cross-structures covered an area of roughly five square kilometers — a reasonably complete sheltered anchorage able to accommodate, at the same time, seven large warships drawing up to ten meters, 20 coastal freighters, 400 tugboats, and 1,000 small craft, with a projected daily cargo-handling capacity of 12,000 tons. Once the various components of the artificial harbors had been built, more than 400 individual sections weighing a combined 1.5 million tons had to be moved from their construction sites to assembly points along the south coast of England, and from there towed across the Channel by tugs. The entire project was finally completed in early June 1944.

Beyond the artificial harbors, the Allies also carried out another remarkable feat of engineering: an undersea fuel pipeline. Given that the invasion force included large numbers of mechanized units, fuel demand after the landing would be enormous; to ensure adequate fuel supply, the Allies set up a dedicated organization for the undersea pipeline project, again under Tennant’s direction. Four flexible steel pipelines were laid in all, running from onshore facilities in England, out to mooring points at sea, and finally to the landing beaches themselves. The system could deliver 600 tons of fuel per hour from England to the beachhead, largely meeting demand.



(5) Unified command and close coordination, forming an integrated combined-arms advantage, were of critical importance

In the Normandy landing, the Allies’ clear and smooth command relationships, together with their simple and well-understood methods of coordination, were an important factor ensuring the success of the landing. At the very outset of preparations for the landing, the Allies established a unified joint command with clearly defined responsibilities and a reasonable division of tasks, which gave the Allied forces an integrated combined-arms fighting capability. The Germans, by contrast, not only failed to establish a unified command center to coordinate the defense of their western forces, but in fact created obstacles for themselves, leaving every level of command to fight on its own and pass the buck to others. This was especially evident in the fact that the theater commander had no authority to direct the navy or air force, and that the decision to commit forces on the sea and in the air often could not be carried through in practice, making it impossible to organize genuinely effective tri-service coordination against the landing. Even within the army alone, there was no unified doctrine for repelling a landing: the German commander-in-chief in the west, von Rundstedt, and the commander of Army Group B, Rommel, held sharply differing views — the former argued for holding the main armored strength in depth and defeating the landing with a resolute counterattack, while the latter argued for relying on strong fortified beach defenses to annihilate the enemy right at the water’s edge. This disagreement meant that Germany’s four armored divisions in France were positioned neither in operational depth nor along the coast, seriously weakening Germany’s already inadequate defensive strength and depriving Rommel of the counterattacking force the Allies feared most.

Given the many nations involved and the complex mix of services and branches taking part, the Allies adopted a variety of coordination methods — coordination by plan, coordination by improvisation as circumstances required, coordination by objective, and coordination by task — ensuring that command decisions could be executed promptly. For example, recognizing that the first airborne forces to land were drawn from multiple different countries, would be landing at night, and would differ in uniform, equipment, and language, the Allies issued every airborne soldier a small device — worth only a few cents — called a “cricket,” to help solve the problem of distinguishing friend from foe. No bigger than a cigarette lighter, it produced a sharp “click” when squeezed by hand. The Allies established that one click would serve as a challenge, and two clicks as the correct response. A device worth only a few cents thus solved a problem of major importance. In addition, given that the first wave of landing troops numbered as many as 176,000 men, committed to battle from both the air and the sea, the Allies not only trained their forces individually in the various elements of amphibious operations — embarkation, the sea crossing, transfer to landing craft, and the assault landing itself — but also placed special emphasis on strengthening coordination among naval, ground, and air forces, thereby avoiding a repeat of the friendly-fire incidents that had marred the earlier landing on Sicily.







Chapter 65: The U.S. Marine Landing Operation on Okinawa

(March 26 – June 30, 1945)

The Okinawa landing was the final major landing operation carried out by American forces during the Second World War, codenamed Operation Iceberg. The campaign ran from March 26, 1945 to June 30, lasting 97 days. American forces engaged totaled more than 450,000, with over 1,300 ships and more than 2,000 aircraft. Determined to hold what it regarded as the “threshold to the homeland,” Japan committed more than 140,000 troops to the defense. In this campaign, American casualties totaled more than 70,000, with over 760 aircraft lost and more than 400 ships of various types sunk or severely damaged. Japanese losses totaled more than 90,000 dead and about 7,400 captured, with more than 7,830 aircraft lost and more than 20 ships of various types sunk or damaged. The American victory at Okinawa opened Japan’s southwestern gateway, providing a sea-and-air base from which to strike the Japanese home islands. Given the enormous casualties suffered on both sides, the Okinawa campaign stands as a landmark example of the combined land-sea-air amphibious warfare characteristic of the mechanized era of war, and the lessons of this case remain of real, practical significance today.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

By 1945, the world anti-fascist war had reached a decisive turning point. On the European front, Soviet and Anglo-American forces were sweeping all before them, and German forces, retreating on every front, stood on the verge of total collapse. On the China front, the main strength of the Japanese army remained mired in the Chinese mainland, absorbing continuous, heavy blows. In the Pacific theater, having seized the Iwo Jima island group, American forces were now positioned to advance against the outer islands guarding the Japanese home islands themselves.

Japan had established a so-called “inner defense perimeter” using Daito, the Iwo Jima group, and other outlying islands. Should the Americans seize Okinawa, they would breach this “inner defense perimeter,” severing the connections between the Japanese home islands and Taiwan, the Philippines, and Southeast Asia, and further crippling Japan’s already weakened capacity to wage war. From the latter half of 1944, Japan had been massing forces to reinforce the defenses of this “inner defense perimeter.”

Okinawa is a narrow, elongated island, roughly 135 kilometers from north to south, with a maximum width of about 30 kilometers and a minimum width of only 3 kilometers. The island covers an area of 1,220 square kilometers. The north is mountainous, with elevations generally between 300 and 500 meters, rugged and steep, its dense forests ill-suited to the concentration and maneuver of large military formations. The central and southern parts of the island consist mainly of hills and plateaus, with comparatively flat terrain, and it was here that the Japanese concentrated virtually all their military installations. Okinawa’s coastline is ringed with numerous coral reefs and hidden shoals, and the terrain and coastline of the northern part of the island are especially complex, making it unsuitable for a large-scale landing. But the coastlines around the Hagushi beaches in the central part of the island, and Minatoga, Kadena Port, and Nakagusuku Bay in the south, were comparatively gentle; although surrounded by coral reefs on all sides, these reefs did not prevent large-scale amphibious landing operations. The Hagushi beaches in particular offered flat terrain, few cliffs, and a frontage as wide as 16 kilometers, well suited to a large-scale landing and to maneuvering forces once ashore.

American objectives for the landing: The Americans resolved to concentrate their principal strength in the Pacific theater, bypass Taiwan, and strike directly at Okinawa, in order to establish an ideal combined land-sea-air base as a springboard for the invasion of the Japanese home islands.

The specific plan called for: first, using one division to seize the Kerama Islands and Keise Shima six days before the main Okinawa landing, to provide a forward support base, an anchorage for warships, and gun positions to directly support the main assault; then, landing the main force — a first echelon of two corps totaling four divisions — on the Hagushi beaches on the western side of Okinawa and the surrounding coast. The force would first seize the Kadena and Yomitan airfields, occupy the central part of the island within 15 days, cut off Japanese forces in the north from those in the south, and then expand the offensive to north and south to destroy the Japanese forces pressed into each end of the island. At the same time as the main landing, one Marine division would make a feint off the southeastern coast of Okinawa to pin down the bulk of Japanese forces in the southern part of the island. After landing on Okinawa, one division would also seize the islands of Tsuken, Kudaka, and Kutaka east of the Katsuren Peninsula overlooking the mouth of Nakagusuku Bay, in order to eliminate any threat these Japanese-held islands might pose to the landing force.

Japanese objectives in defending against the landing: The Japanese resolved to commit every available air and naval force to the maximum extent possible, using land-based air power from Japan, Taiwan, and Okinawa itself to destroy the main strength of the American Pacific Fleet concentrated in the waters off Okinawa, isolating the American forces that had already come ashore by cutting off their line of retreat and reinforcement, and then annihilating them. To this end, the plan called for the Okinawa garrison to hold firm at all costs, frustrating the American plan to advance toward the Japanese home islands and turning Okinawa into an air base with room for maneuver. However, the commander of the Okinawa garrison, Lieutenant General Mitsuru Ushijima, judged that Japan’s air forces had by this point lost the capacity for decisive combat, and that Japanese strength on Okinawa itself was insufficient to hold the central part of the island and simultaneously guarantee air operations there. He therefore decided to concentrate the bulk of the garrison’s strength in withdrawing to defend the southern part of the island, abandoning the principle of “annihilating the landing enemy at the water’s edge” in favor of a plan to build a multi-layered ring defense based on the island’s hills, aiming for prolonged resistance and delaying the American advance toward the Japanese home islands for as long as possible.

American force deployment: The Americans formed the Central Pacific Task Forces, under the overall command of Admiral Raymond Spruance, commander of the Fifth Fleet, who was responsible for organizing and directing the campaign. Under him were the Joint Expeditionary Force and the Fast Carrier Force. The Joint Expeditionary Force was commanded by Vice Admiral Richmond Kelly Turner, who was responsible for the specific organization and execution of the landing operation. The ground force assigned the landing mission was the Tenth Army, commanded by Lieutenant General Simon Bolivar Buckner Jr., comprising III Amphibious Corps (1st and 6th Marine Divisions), XXIV Corps (7th and 96th Infantry Divisions), and the 27th and 77th Infantry Divisions, totaling about 155,000 men. In addition, the commander of the American Pacific theater held one further infantry division (the 81st) as a reserve outside the Tenth Army’s own organization. The Fast Carrier Force, responsible for providing cover and support, comprised the American Fifth Fleet’s Task Force 58 (under Vice Admiral Marc Mitscher) and the British Pacific Fleet’s Task Force 57 (under Vice Admiral Bernard Rawlings), together fielding 104 ships and 1,163 aircraft. In addition, the American 313th Bombardment Wing, based in the Mariana Islands and equipped with 700 B-29 bombers, was also tasked with supporting the Okinawa landing.

The Tenth Army’s specific operational plan called for: the 77th Infantry Division to seize the Kerama Islands and Keise Shima six days before the landing, to secure the flank of the main force’s assault on the Okinawa mainland. III Amphibious Corps was to land on the beaches north of Chatan, in the central part of Okinawa. Within it, the 6th Marine Division (less the 29th Regiment, held as corps reserve) would operate on the corps’s left flank, with the immediate task of capturing Yomitan airfield, followed by the task of severing the Ishikawa isthmus, capturing the city of Ishikawa, and securing the left flank of the corps; the 1st Marine Division would operate on the corps’s right flank, tasked with capturing the Katsuren Peninsula on the east coast. XXIV Corps was to land on the beaches south of Chatan. Within it, the 7th Infantry Division would come ashore on the corps’s left flank, with the immediate task of capturing Kadena airfield before advancing toward the east coast; the 96th Infantry Division (less the 382nd Regiment, held as reserve) would land alongside the 7th Division on its right flank, with its immediate task being to seize the high ground commanding the southern and southeastern flanks of the landing beaches, and then to push south and capture the bridges over the Bisha River, securing the corps’s right flank.

Japanese force deployment: Okinawa was garrisoned by the 32nd Army, belonging to the 10th Area Army. The 32nd Army was originally organized with four divisions plus five brigades, of which the 9th, 24th, and 62nd Divisions and the 44th Independent Mixed Brigade were stationed on Okinawa itself, while the remaining one division and four brigades were distributed among Miyako, Ishigaki, Amami, and Daito islands. At the end of 1944, the 9th Division was ordered transferred to Taiwan, leaving only two divisions and one brigade, plus various army-level units, on Okinawa — a total of about 77,000 men. In addition, there were about 9,000 naval land-based personnel, and about 25,000 Okinawan civilians were conscripted, bringing total Japanese strength to about 110,000. This force was equipped with 287 guns of 70mm caliber or larger, 120 81mm mortars, nearly 52 anti-tank guns, and more than 1,500 light and heavy machine guns.

Beginning in August 1944, the Japanese strengthened Okinawa’s defenses, digging tunnels and underground works on beaches suitable for a landing. In January 1945, after the 32nd Army revised its defensive dispositions, it concentrated on building up and reinforcing the defensive system in the south, centered on the fortified zone around Shuri. The main defensive position ran along the line from Naha through Shuri to Yonabaru, with two defensive lines of some depth built in succession behind it. A third defensive line was built further south, in the area of Yuza-dake and Minatogawa. The Japanese made full use of caves, cliffs, and even tombs to build an interconnected, multi-layered, strongpoint-based defensive system centered on underground and semi-underground fortifications and tunnels. In the coastal waters off southern Okinawa, 75 minefields were laid, covering an area of 4,800 square kilometers. In the Hagushi area, the Japanese stationed only a single special composite regiment made up of local militia, intended to fight a delaying action against American forces landing on that beach and to destroy the Yomitan and Kadena airfields. In addition, the Japanese stationed two independent infantry battalions on the Motobu Peninsula and Ie Shima, in the northern part of Okinawa, to destroy the airfield on Ie Shima if necessary.




II. Course of the Battle

On March 24, 1945, American carrier-based aircraft and naval gunfire began a preparatory bombardment of Okinawa and the Kerama Islands. This intense bombardment continued until the 31st (the day before the Okinawa landing), destroying Japanese defensive installations exposed on the surface, though it had little effect on tunnels and underground works. At the same time, American forces conducted minesweeping and underwater demolition operations among the islands mentioned above, clearing more than 180 mines and sweeping the approach channels and 2,500 square nautical miles of sea, creating the conditions for the fleet’s movements.


(1) Seizing the Kerama Islands (March 26–31, 1945)

The Kerama Islands lie about 24 kilometers off the western coast of Okinawa, with open, sheltered waters — the Kerama anchorage in particular had excellent holding ground, with depths of 36 to 65 meters, able to accommodate 75 large vessels at anchor. The purpose of seizing the Kerama Islands before the main Okinawa landing was to establish a seaplane base, fleet anchorage, and logistics support base to support the landing on Okinawa itself. Responsibility for seizing this island group fell to the Western Islands Attack Group, with landing forces drawn from the 77th Infantry Division.

On the morning of March 26, after American carrier aircraft and naval gunfire had carried out direct preparatory bombardment of the beaches on Aka, Geruma, Hokaji, Zamami, and Yakabi Islands in the western part of the Kerama group, five battalions of the American 77th Division landed on these five islands respectively. American troops landing on Aka Island met resistance from about 200 Japanese naval boat operators and Korean laborers, and after two days of fighting occupied the entire island. The other four islands were essentially secured without encountering Japanese resistance. On the 27th, three American battalions landed on Tokashiki Island and, after three days of fighting, occupied the entire island. With this, American forces had taken the entire Kerama island group and immediately set about establishing a large fleet anchorage and logistics support base in the waters among the islands.

At noon on March 31, American forces occupied Keise Shima without encountering resistance, and deployed two 155mm gun battalions there to support the landing on the beaches north and south of Hagushi and to bombard southern Okinawa.

While American forces were carrying out this comprehensive bombardment of Okinawa, the ground forces assigned to the landing set sail on March 25 from Leyte (more than 1,800 kilometers from Okinawa), Ulithi (more than 2,200 kilometers away), and Saipan (also more than 2,200 kilometers away), heading directly for Okinawa. The vessels transporting the landing forces numbered 431 in all — 111 armed transports, 47 armed cargo vessels, 184 tank landing ships, and 89 medium landing ships — escorted and covered at sea and in the air by an escort carrier group (18 escort carriers with 540 aircraft) and an anti-submarine group. After a seven-day voyage, the entire force arrived and anchored in the waters off Okinawa on the night of March 31.



(2) Landing on the Okinawa beaches and seizing the central region (April 1–4, 1945)

At about 4:00 a.m. on April 1, III Amphibious Corps and two divisions of XXIV Corps began transferring to their landing craft. At 5:30, direct naval gunfire preparation began. At 7:45, direct air preparation began. At 8:00, the assault waves of the first-echelon divisions, guided by amphibious tanks, crossed the line of departure 3.6 kilometers from the beach. At 8:30 — right at the peak of high tide, with the tide at 2.8 meters — the leading waves came ashore on schedule on the Hagushi beaches. The landing encountered only scattered Japanese artillery fire and almost no real resistance. Within an hour, all 16 assault battalions of the four divisions were ashore. Before noon, they had captured both the Kadena and Yomitan airfields. By the end of the day, the four divisions had established a landing zone about 13.7 kilometers wide and about 4.5 kilometers deep, with about 60,000 men ashore. While the main American force was landing on the west coast, the 2nd Marine Division carried out a feint off Minatoga on the southeastern coast of Okinawa, to confuse and pin down Japanese forces there.

On April 2, American forces ashore pushed inland, meeting only scattered Japanese resistance. By 2:00 p.m., the 7th Infantry Division had seized the high ground east of Yoshiki commanding Nakagusuku Bay, cutting off communications between northern and southern Okinawa. The 96th Infantry Division reached the line running through Kishaba and Shimabuku. The two Marine divisions occupied the line 3.35 kilometers east of Yomitan airfield.

On April 3, the 7th and 96th Infantry Divisions captured Ishikina, Futenma, Kubagawa, and other locations, and met stiff Japanese resistance as they continued to push south. The 1st Marine Division captured Gushikawa, its lead elements reaching the Katsuren Peninsula. The 6th Marine Division advanced more slowly, reaching only the western foot of Yomitan hills.

On April 4, the 6th Marine Division captured Nakadomari and the city of Ishikawa, securing control of the Ishikawa area. American forces made modest progress on the southern flank as well. American forces had completed in four days a task originally scheduled to take fifteen. The Japanese special composite regiment and the Kanayama detachment defending the central region withdrew separately to the north and south.



(3) Seizing the Motobu Peninsula and Ie Shima, and taking the small islands at the mouth of Nakagusuku Bay (April 4–22, 1945)

Once American forces had secured the central region of Okinawa, the 6th Marine Division began, from April 4, advancing north into the northern part of Okinawa, and made good progress. By the 8th, the division’s advance elements had already reached the base of the Motobu Peninsula. On the 9th, the division’s main body met stiff resistance from the Japanese Kunigami Detachment and the special composite regiment in the area of the Yae-dake heights; two battalions from the division’s lead elements pushed north to search the terrain, reaching the northern tip of Okinawa by the 13th.

On April 16, the American 77th Infantry Division landed at the southern and southwestern tips of Ie Shima, and after six days of fighting, secured the entire island by the 22nd. The Japanese battalion defending the island was wiped out to the last man. In addition, the Tenth Army’s general reserve, the 27th Infantry Division, committed one battalion to occupy Yakena Island at the mouth of Nakagusuku Bay and the other small islands nearby on April 10; finding no Japanese defenders after a thorough search, the battalion withdrew, and the division was later transported to the west coast and committed to the fighting there.



(4) Seizing the southern part of Okinawa (April 5 – June 30, 1945)

Even as American forces were securing the north, they launched their offensive against Japanese forces in the south, meeting stubborn resistance. Only after fierce, prolonged fighting did American forces finally occupy the whole of Okinawa by the end of June. The main course of this fighting was as follows.

1. Breaking through the first Japanese defensive line (the Machinato line)

On April 5, the American 7th and 96th Infantry Divisions advanced south side by side from the Ishikina-Futenma-Kubagawa line, meeting resistance from screening elements of the Japanese 62nd Division. By the 8th, American forces had advanced only as far as the line north of Machinato, Kakazu, Nishihara, and Tanabaru — the forward edge of the Japanese first defensive line. During this period, Japanese imperial headquarters planned and organized a large-scale combined naval and air counterattack, twice ordering the Okinawa garrison to launch a coordinated ground counteroffensive. The Okinawa garrison, however, hesitated and never carried out the counterattack. On April 6, the flagship of the Japanese First Attack Force, the battleship Yamato, accompanied by a light cruiser and eight destroyers, sortied from the Inland Sea in an attempt to attack the American fleet. On the 7th, this force was caught by 380 American aircraft in waves of attacks in waters about 400 kilometers north of Okinawa; apart from four destroyers that escaped back to Sasebo, the entire force was sunk.

At dawn on April 9, the American 7th and 96th Divisions attacked the Japanese first defensive line and were repulsed. American forces attacked repeatedly over the following days, but by the 12th had still failed to breach the Japanese defenses. During this period, the fighting for Kakazu Ridge was especially fierce. Over the eight days of fighting beginning April 5, American forces suffered more than 4,400 casualties.

The commander of the American 24th Corps exclaimed in frustration: “This is truly one hell of a fight. In the south of this island, there are some 65,000 to 70,000 Japanese hidden in caves. As far as I can see, there’s no way to deal with them except to blast them out one by one.”

On the night of April 12, Japanese ground forces launched a counterattack, but it failed due to insufficient troop strength and hasty preparation. After this, both sides settled into a standoff, each readjusting its dispositions and reinforcing its strength. American forces committed the Tenth Army’s general reserve, the 27th Infantry Division, to the fighting.

On the morning of April 19, American forces carried out a 30-minute carpet bombardment of Japanese positions, firing more than 19,000 rounds — the largest single bombardment of the entire Pacific War up to that point. After the bombardment, three American divisions attacked simultaneously, but still failed to break through the Japanese defenses. Part of the 27th Infantry Division managed to wedge into the Japanese position in the Machinato area, but another part suffered heavy losses at Kakazu Ridge. After this, American forces decided to bypass strongly fortified positions such as Kakazu Ridge, shifting from frontal assault to flanking maneuver.

On April 24, American forces broke through the Japanese first defensive line along its entire front, and the Japanese defending Kakazu Ridge were forced to withdraw.

2. Breaking through the second Japanese defensive line (the Shuri line)

After the first defensive line was breached, the Japanese defended the second line with two regiments of the 24th Division and the 44th Independent Mixed Brigade. American forces also relieved the 27th and 96th Divisions along the front line with the 1st Marine Division and the 77th Infantry Division, completing the rotation by April 30.

On May 1, American forces launched an offensive. By May 3, they had pushed forward to the line north of Maeda and Wana.

On the morning of May 4, the Japanese organized a large-scale counterattack, aiming to destroy the main strength of the American 24th Corps south of Futenma. The Japanese 24th Division, attacking head-on, managed to penetrate parts of the American positions in places, but under the pounding of American ground artillery and naval gunfire, together with American infantry counterattacks, the division lost more than half its strength. The 44th Independent Mixed Brigade, for its part, did not dare to move. Two further Japanese forces, made up of engineer units and seaborne assault troops, set out from Naha and Yonabaru respectively, intending to carry out a reverse amphibious landing on both flanks of Futenma; one force was sunk by American ships in Nakagusuku Bay, and part of it was wiped out during the landing at Ozato; the other force, which landed near Kuba and Oyama, was also completely wiped out for lack of sufficient strength. By the evening of May 5, the Japanese were forced to call off their counterattack.

On May 8, the American 1st Marine Division and 77th Infantry Division renewed their offensive, but made no headway. By this point, the American 24th Corps had suffered more than 20,000 casualties, and the 6th Marine Division and 96th Infantry Division were committed to the fighting as well.

On May 10, American forces launched an offensive along the entire front. In the attack, American forces adopted a methodical, step-by-step tactic, concentrating troops and firepower to fight for every hill, every ridge, every cave, and every pillbox — even individual outcroppings of rock — in bloody, close combat with the Japanese defenders.

On May 11, all four American divisions again advanced along the entire front. The Japanese, relying on the strongly fortified points of their second defensive line, resisted stubbornly, and every hillside, cave, and pillbox saw fierce, repeated fighting. Okinawa now witnessed one of the most horrific scenes of the entire Pacific War: along a five-kilometer stretch of front alone, nearly 30,000 men were killed, and Okinawa’s soil ran red with blood, its hills piled with the dead. By May 20, the American 77th Infantry Division had broken through the high ground on both flanks of Shuri.

On May 21, the American 7th Infantry Division, having circled around via Yonabaru, attacked the Shuri position from the flank, breaking through the Japanese line on the 24th. With the Japanese now caught in a pincer from two directions, they began withdrawing toward their final defensive line on the 25th, completing the withdrawal by the 30th. On the 31st, American forces occupied Shuri.

On June 1, American forces began mopping-up operations, and the fighting turned into a cave-by-cave struggle. That day alone, nearly a thousand Japanese soldiers were killed. American troops used hand grenades, explosive charges, and flamethrowers to “hunt” the enemy at the mouth of every cave. By the end of the day, Yonabaru had been occupied.

3. Breaking through the third Japanese defensive line (the southern defensive line)

After abandoning the second defensive line centered on Shuri, the Japanese had only about 11,000 men left, plus about 3,000 naval land-based personnel stationed along the coast near Yonabaru airfield. The remaining Japanese forces readjusted their dispositions in the hills near Itoman and Minatogawa, in the far south, and constructed fortifications there in preparation for a final stand.

On June 4, two regiments of the American 6th Marine Division landed on the beach near Yonabaru airfield, while a third regiment attacked frontally. After ten days of fighting, more than 3,000 Japanese naval defenders were wiped out; the commander, Rear Admiral Minoru Ota, and five of his staff officers committed suicide. On June 13, the American 6th Marine Division captured Yonabaru airfield.

On June 5 and 11, the American 96th Infantry Division and 7th Marine Division attacked the Japanese third defensive line in succession.

On June 18, the 8th Regiment of the American 2nd Marine Division landed near Kiyamu, at the southern tip of Okinawa. That same day, the commander of the American Tenth Army, Lieutenant General Buckner, was killed by an artillery shell while observing the fighting — the highest-ranking American officer killed in action during the entire Pacific War.

On June 19, American forces broke through the Japanese defensive line and, after fierce fighting, surrounded and destroyed the Japanese forces piece by piece.

On June 22, organized Japanese resistance ceased. The commander of the 32nd Army, Lieutenant General Ushijima, and his chief of staff, Lieutenant General Isamu Chō, committed ritual suicide (seppuku). American forces shifted to mopping-up and search operations; those Japanese who refused to come out of their caves were killed either by explosive charges or by flamethrowers. The entire campaign came to an end on June 30.



(5) Repelling the Japanese “Kikusui” kamikaze operations (April 6 – June 22, 1945)

During the period of the ground assault, to prevent the American landing operation from succeeding, the Japanese, alongside organizing a large-scale combined naval and air counterattack, launched the brutal and terrifying “Kikusui” (“Floating Chrysanthemum”) kamikaze operations beginning April 6.

“Kikusui,” meaning “chrysanthemum on the water,” alludes to the writings of the famous 14th-century Japanese warrior Kusunoki Masashige, who, fighting against overwhelming odds, invoked the phrase “seven lives to serve the nation” — meaning to fight to the death together with the enemy. The Japanese borrowed this meaning to name their suicide air attacks during the Battle of Okinawa “Kikusui,” resolving to send waves of suicide aircraft in a strategy of “one plane for one ship, our name to live forever,” aiming first to cripple the American fleet and landing force and then, with a massive follow-up strike, drive the American landing forces back into the sea.

The first “Kikusui” operation: From April 6 to 7, Japan launched 699 sorties, including 355 kamikaze aircraft, in the first “Kikusui” attack. Two American destroyers assigned to radar picket duty, USS Bush and USS Colhoun, were struck repeatedly by kamikaze aircraft, and both were sunk, with 138 killed and 21 wounded. Two further destroyers, USS Leutze and USS Newcomb, were also severely damaged, with 47 killed and 34 wounded. In this attack, American forces lost three destroyers, one tank landing ship, and two ammunition ships, and a further ten vessels were severely damaged. None of the 355 Japanese kamikaze aircraft returned.

The second “Kikusui” operation: On April 12, with good weather, Japan launched 185 kamikaze aircraft, along with 150 fighters and 45 torpedo bombers, in the second “Kikusui” attack. About 30 aircraft dove to attack American forces on radar picket station No. 1, where the destroyers USS Purdy and USS Cassin Young and four supporting landing craft were on duty, killing and wounding dozens; both destroyers and one large landing craft were damaged and had to return to anchorage. At another patrol station, the destroyer USS Mannert L. Abele was struck directly by a suicide aircraft and exploded, breaking in two and sinking. Later, the battleships USS New York and USS Tennessee, the cruiser USS St. Louis, and other vessels were also attacked and suffered damage of varying degrees. In this engagement, American forces put up vigorous resistance: Task Force 51, with the support of combat air patrols, shot down about 147 Japanese aircraft, and Task Force 58 shot down 151.

The third “Kikusui” operation: On April 16, Japan launched its third “Kikusui” attack, sending 150 aircraft. The destroyer USS Laffey was the first to spot the incoming raid; over 80 minutes, dozens of Japanese aircraft attacked the ship from every direction, and it came under attack 22 times. Six kamikaze aircraft struck the ship’s hull, and it was hit by four bombs; its rudder was disabled and the stern began to sink, and the ship had to be towed back to anchorage by two tugs; 31 of its crew were killed or missing and 72 wounded. Soon after, the radar picket ship USS Pringle was also attacked; one aircraft crashed into the ship, and the resulting violent explosion broke the ship’s keel, and it broke in two and sank almost immediately, with 62 missing and 43 severely wounded. The fast transport USS Bowers, on anti-submarine picket duty north of Ie Shima, was struck by several kamikaze aircraft and caught fire, with 48 killed or missing and 56 severely wounded.

By June 22, Japan had carried out ten “Kikusui” operations in all, flying more than 3,700 sorties, including 1,506 kamikaze aircraft, sinking 36 American ships and damaging 368, and killing, wounding, or listing as missing about 9,000 American sailors. This was the single heaviest loss suffered by the U.S. Navy in the entire Pacific War.

The Battle of Okinawa was the costliest campaign fought by American forces in the entire Pacific War. British Prime Minister Churchill remarked that “the Battle of Okinawa will be remembered as one of the most intense and celebrated battles in the annals of world history.”





III. Analysis

The Okinawa landing was the largest combined land-sea-air operation American forces launched against Japan in the entire Pacific theater. Faced with a Japanese strategy that staked the entire battle on a decisive naval and air engagement, American forces took a series of measures during the landing to seize control of the battlefield. For Japan, the Battle of Okinawa was, from the outset, a battle with no hope of victory. Even though Japanese forces fought with tremendous determination, inflicting on the Americans the heaviest losses of the entire Pacific War, this could not ultimately change the outcome. As the saying goes, “one should not judge a hero by victory or defeat alone.” Both the American landing operation and the Japanese defense against it were conducted under the conditions of mechanized warfare, and the lessons drawn by both sides from this campaign remain well worth studying today.


(1) American forces successfully seized control of the air and sea, isolating the Okinawa garrison and creating favorable conditions for the fighting on the island

Okinawa lies about 630 kilometers from the Japanese home islands — within the effective combat radius of Japanese land-based aircraft. The first problem the Americans had to solve was seizing and maintaining control of the air and sea. To this end, the principal measures taken by American forces included the following: American B-29 strategic bombers struck airbases across Kyushu, destroying various Japanese installations and transportation hubs in the Kyushu region and leaving the Japanese all but unable to mount any air counterattack for the following three weeks; B-29s also laid mines in the Shimonoseki Strait, rendering this critically important supply line unusable for an entire week. Ten Japanese warships, including the battleship Yamato, had attempted to sortie and launch a surprise attack against American forces off Okinawa, but were intercepted by American aircraft in waters 400 kilometers north of Okinawa, suffering heavy losses and failing in their mission. After several days of air attacks, American forces destroyed a total of 528 Japanese aircraft, seriously disrupting Japan’s plans for a decisive naval and air battle. At the same time, American air forces in the southwestern Pacific carried out continuous surveillance and suppression operations against Japanese forces stationed on Taiwan; the American 14th Air Force patrolled the coast of mainland China and prepared to bomb Hong Kong; American strategic air forces in the Pacific theater carried out suppression operations against Japanese air bases in the Caroline and Bonin Islands; American naval and air forces based in the forward areas of the central Pacific suppressed the bypassed Japanese bases scattered across that ocean and carried out anti-submarine operations; and submarines of the American Pacific Fleet cut off sea communications between the Japanese home islands and Taiwan. Through seizing and maintaining control of the air and sea in the waters around Okinawa, American forces exerted broad pressure on and suppression of Japanese forces across the western Pacific, dispersing Japan’s combat strength there and effectively cutting the Okinawa garrison off from all outside support, leaving the defenders of Okinawa isolated and unsupported throughout the entire campaign.



(2) Thorough and effective pre-battle training by American forces greatly strengthened the landing force’s combat capability

Before the campaign began, every unit under the American Tenth Army organized tactical and technical training in amphibious operations tailored to its own circumstances, and, taking into account the particular terrain features of Okinawa, placed special emphasis on training for cave warfare and mountain warfare, greatly enhancing the force’s landing combat capability.

On January 10, 1945, once the American 24th Corps had completed its operations in the southern part of Leyte, it swiftly regrouped its forces, completing the process in just eight days, by the 18th of that month. While resting and refitting, the corps also organized preparations for the Okinawa landing. Each division under the corps placed particular emphasis on training soldiers in the use of sniper scopes and flamethrowers. From March 15 to 19, the corps conducted a landing exercise for the 7th and 96th Divisions in Leyte Gulf. From March 9 to 16, the 77th Division also independently conducted a landing exercise in Leyte Gulf, using Okinawa as the simulated objective. III Amphibious Corps carried out three to four months of focused pre-battle training; among its units, each regiment of the 1st Marine Division conducted a full month of landing exercises on Guadalcanal, while the 6th Marine Division also organized several division-scale combined exercises there. From March 2 to 7, 1945, III Amphibious Corps organized a corps-scale exercise involving the 1st and 6th Marine Divisions, enabling the force to quickly adapt to the demands of the coming landing operation.



(3) By operating far from home, American forces made a point of promptly establishing forward logistics bases, ensuring strong and effective logistical support

American forces first seized the Kerama Islands and developed this island group into a forward logistics base, providing nearby resupply, maintenance, and rest facilities for the participating fleet and landing forces — a measure that played a major role in the Okinawa campaign. The Japanese general Ito offered this assessment: “The Americans have stretched their supply lines about as far as they possibly can… the American forces are advancing step by step through the Kerama Islands, then Okinawa itself, and then Kyushu, on their way, ultimately, to Japan.” In response to this American strategic approach, he further observed: “The best thing we could do in the Ryukyus would be to cut off the enemy’s leg, so that the enemy can no longer continue this island-hopping campaign.” American forces engaged in the campaign totaled more than 500,000, and every item of matériel they required — from aircraft and artillery to ammunition, gasoline, even toilet paper and Coca-Cola — had to be shipped across the Pacific from the American homeland. The sheer scale of this logistical effort, and the vital role played by the transport convoys that made it possible, cannot be overstated. Braving the risk of being sunk by Japanese submarines and aircraft, and overcoming the many hardships of a long voyage through hot, humid seas, these convoys kept a steady stream of combat supplies flowing to the front, making an essential contribution to the ultimate victory.



(4) American forces’ rigid application of tactics and weak capacity for assaulting fortified positions slowed the pace of the campaign

American forces typically attacked in the morning, dug in and fortified newly captured positions in the afternoon, and held those positions defensively through the night. In their attacks, they generally advanced in a line abreast under covering fire, and would halt as soon as casualties began to mount, taking time to reorganize, replenish, and readjust their concentration of troops and firepower before proceeding — rarely daring to press boldly into the depth of the enemy’s position or to carry out flanking penetrations. Only in the fighting in southern Okinawa, after repeated frontal attacks had failed to make headway, did they finally turn to flanking envelopment tactics, achieving a degree of success. American forces were weak in mountain warfare and night fighting, and were wary of close combat; in the face of Japan’s stubborn fortified defenses, they repeatedly attacked frontally without success. For example, at Kakazu Ridge, though Japanese strength there amounted to less than two battalions, American forces committed the equivalent of about three regiments, and even with the support of massed air power, naval gunfire, and part of their armor, launched six separate assaults without ever taking the position. By late April, when the bulk of Japanese strength was concentrated near Shuri, the southern part of the island was left largely undefended, yet American commanders, fearing to “pay too great a price,” did not dare to risk a bold landing on the southern coast, and instead opened up a fresh front with a new landing only belatedly.



(5) The Japanese made effective use of strongpoint defenses and flexible tactics, substantially offsetting the American advantage in numbers and firepower

Facing an American ground force and naval firepower of overwhelming superiority, and fighting in near-total isolation with no hope of relief, the Japanese garrison nonetheless managed to hold out for more than three months — a testament to the strength of their capacity for defending against a landing and to the tenacity of their fighting spirit. Recognizing their own severe shortage of manpower on Okinawa, the Japanese concentrated the bulk of their strength in a well-prepared, defense-in-depth position in the southern part of the island, relying on a complete, interlocking defensive system rather than attempting to spread their forces thin defending every part of the coastline, and relying still less on a “beach defense” strategy of trying to stop the landing at the water’s edge. This defensive posture fully suited Japan’s actual circumstances and provided sound operational guidance for prolonging Japanese resistance as long as possible. At the same time, the tactics the Japanese adopted also offer valuable lessons for how a numerically and materially inferior force can organize an effective defense against a landing. The principal features of the Japanese approach were: relying on tunnels, natural caves, and reverse-slope mountain positions; avoiding, as much as possible, the full brunt of American firepower; while actively engaging in close combat, night fighting, and organizing small units to mount frequent, fierce counterattacks that inflicted a steady drain on American manpower. Although the defending Japanese forces and the naval air units supporting them suffered devastating losses in this campaign, they inflicted extremely heavy casualties on the Americans, buying valuable time for the defense of the Japanese homeland, and left the Americans with a clear realization that any eventual invasion of the Japanese home islands would meet resistance even fiercer and more desperate than this — with casualties on a still greater scale. This realization was not an insignificant factor in the later decision by American wartime leaders to use the atomic bomb against Japan.







Chapter 66: The Battle of Kinmen (Quemoy)

(October 24–27, 1949)

The Battle of Kinmen was an island assault launched by the 10th Corps of the Third Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army against Kinmen (Quemoy) Island. The battle began on October 24, 1949 and ended on the 27th, lasting three days. PLA forces actually committed to the battle numbered more than 9,000; the Nationalist forces engaged numbered more than 40,000, with 22 tanks, 9 warships, and 75 aircraft of various types. In this battle, PLA forces suffered a defeat: according to PLA sources, more than three regiments of the landing force — the entire landing force — were lost, with more than 5,000 killed and more than 3,000 taken prisoner. The Nationalist forces also paid a heavy price, suffering more than 9,000 casualties. The Battle of Kinmen stands as the most serious single defeat suffered by PLA forces in the entire War of Liberation. Its profound lessons carried real, practical significance at the time, and continue to offer valuable insight for the PLA’s future operations. In its aftermath, the PLA drew on these lessons to go on to successfully liberate Hainan Island, the Zhoushan Islands, the Yijiangshan Islands, and other coastal islands, ultimately securing the great victory of the War of Liberation.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

Kinmen Island lies 10 kilometers east of Xiamen. It is 20 kilometers long from east to west, 11 kilometers wide in its western part and 13 kilometers wide in its eastern part, narrowing to just 3 kilometers in the middle, giving it a dumbbell-like shape, with a total area of 162 square kilometers. The eastern part of the island has considerable relief, while the west consists of hills. Mount Taiwu in the north is the highest point on the whole island, commanding a view of the entire island and offering highly defensible terrain — it served as the core position of the Nationalist defense of Kinmen. The coastline is 75 kilometers long, of which the 17-kilometer stretch from Lincuo to Qionglin, Guanao, and Liaoluo Bay is well suited to a landing.

In the second half of 1949, PLA forces, sweeping forward with overwhelming momentum, had split the more than one million remaining Nationalist troops into four strategic zones: northwest, southwest, central-south, and southeast. In the southeast, Nationalist forces were concentrated principally in four areas — Taiwan, Zhoushan, Xiamen-Kinmen, and Chaoshan. Taiwan itself held several hundred thousand troops; the Zhoushan Islands held about 60,000; the Zhangzhou-Xiamen-Kinmen area held about 80,000; and the Chaoshan area held about 40,000. The Third Field Army was responsible for operations in the Fujian-Zhejiang direction, fielding four corps totaling more than 600,000 men. The 7th Corps was preparing to liberate the Zhoushan Islands; the 8th Corps was garrisoning the Suzhou-Shanghai-Hangzhou region and conducting mopping-up operations there; the 9th Corps was resting and refitting in southern Jiangsu in preparation for a later sea crossing to liberate Taiwan; and the 10th Corps was advancing into Fujian. The 10th Corps had been formed shortly before the crossing of the Yangtze, under the command of Ye Fei, with Wei Guoqing as political commissar.

The main strength of the 10th Corps began advancing into Fujian in early July 1949, braving the summer heat. It first launched the Fuzhou campaign, and after four days of fighting, liberated Fuzhou on August 17. After the Fuzhou campaign ended, the bulk of Nationalist local forces in Fujian collapsed and scattered in defeat; their main strength — the 8th Corps, the 22nd Corps, and other units, totaling about 80,000 men — withdrew to hold Pingtan, Zhangzhou, Xiamen, and Kinmen. In the latter part of September, the 10th Corps captured Pingtan Island and Zhangzhou in succession.

PLA operational plan: On September 26, the 10th Corps held a war council at Quanzhou and resolved to seize both Xiamen and Kinmen. The corps leadership judged there were three possibilities for the enemy: to hold firm, to withdraw, or to fight first and then withdraw — and judged the third possibility most likely. They therefore put forward three possible plans: “take Kinmen and Xiamen together,” “take Xiamen first, Kinmen after,” and “take Xiamen first, then Kinmen.” “Taking Kinmen and Xiamen together” would force the enemy to divide its command and its forces, making it easier for the PLA to annihilate them completely, but the large number of vessels this would require was difficult to obtain. “Taking Xiamen first, Kinmen after” would allow for a complete encirclement of Xiamen, but since the Xiamen garrison already showed signs of preparing to flee, attacking Kinmen first risked letting the Xiamen garrison escape while the PLA’s attention was elsewhere. “Taking Xiamen first, then Kinmen” was attractive because the situation at Xiamen was clearer and the crossing distance shorter, making a quick, effective attack more likely — but there was a risk that Kinmen’s garrison might slip away while Xiamen was being taken. After repeated discussion, the corps leadership ultimately decided that, with the enemy’s morale already wavering, the best course was to strike hard and take both Kinmen and Xiamen simultaneously in one bold stroke.

On October 4, the 10th Corps issued its preliminary operational order: the 29th Corps (two divisions) and the 31st Corps (three divisions), five divisions in all, would attack Xiamen; the 28th Corps (one reinforced division), together with two regiments of the 29th Corps under its command — two divisions in all — would attack Kinmen. On October 11, the Third Field Army’s Front Committee cabled the 10th Corps with explicit guidance on its operational plan: “To prevent the enemy’s escape, it would be best to attack Xiamen and Kinmen simultaneously. But considering the actual balance of forces on both sides, is there real confidence that five divisions can take Xiamen? Is there real confidence that two divisions can take Kinmen? If conditions are ripe, attack both simultaneously. Otherwise, use part of your strength to pin down Kinmen while concentrating on taking Xiamen first, which would be the safer course. Exactly how to proceed should be decided by the Corps itself based on actual conditions. Above all, make thorough preparations, and launch the attack only once you have real confidence of success.” Following the Field Army’s guidance, the Corps carried out a comprehensive review of its operational preparations, and discovering that the vessels prepared by every unit were seriously inadequate, changed its plan and decided to concentrate all available boats for a first assault on Xiamen alone.

On the night of October 15, the 29th Corps and 31st Corps launched their sea-crossing assault on Xiamen, landing at 9:00 p.m. that night; by dawn on the 17th they had taken Xiamen city, and by 11:00 a.m. that day the entire island was liberated. At this point, the Kinmen garrison neither reinforced Xiamen nor attempted to flee; instead, the Nationalist 12th Corps under Hu Lian was sent to reinforce Kinmen. With their planned deployment against Kinmen not yet complete, PLA forces nonetheless hoped to exploit the enemy’s apparent disarray and launch an assault on Kinmen.

Nationalist defensive plan: With mainland Fujian lost, the Nationalists’ overall plan was to draw in their forces on the mainland and reinforce Kinmen, aiming to hold both Kinmen and Xiamen firmly; their defensive priority was to give greater weight to holding Kinmen than Xiamen. Once Xiamen fell, Chiang Kai-shek resolved to hold Kinmen at all costs, intending to use Kinmen and the other coastal islands as an outer shield for the Penghu Islands and Taiwan itself, to obstruct the PLA’s liberation of Penghu, and to serve as a springboard for a future counterattack on the mainland.

PLA force deployment: On October 18, the forward command of the 28th Corps issued its operational order for the attack on Greater and Lesser Kinmen, deciding that the assault on October 20 would commit the 82nd Division, the 251st Regiment of the 84th Division, the 253rd Regiment of the 85th Division of the 29th Corps, and the 259th Regiment of the 87th Division — six regiments in all — organized into two echelons, to take Greater Kinmen Island; once this had succeeded, two regiments of the 85th Division would then take Lesser Kinmen. The forward command of the 29th Corps was responsible for organizing and directing the sea crossing of all echelons; the 82nd Division’s commander was to command all landing units in a unified fashion.

Table: Composition of PLA forces committed to the battle








	
	10th Corps, 28th Army





	First Echelon (9,000 men)
	Second Echelon (11,000 men)



	244th Regiment, 82nd Division (with 3rd Battalion, 246th Regiment attached)
	245th Regiment, 82nd Division



	251st Regiment, 84th Division
	246th Regiment, 82nd Division (less 3rd Battalion)



	253rd Regiment, 85th Division
	259th Regiment, 87th Division





Available vessels were sufficient only to land the first echelon; the second echelon later could not muster boats for more than four companies to land, and throughout the operation friendly artillery consisted of only 80 guns firing in support from across the strait.

Table: Composition of Nationalist forces committed to the battle









	
	Nationalist Forces
	





	Garrison
	Early Reinforcements
	Later Reinforcements



	22nd Corps (about 20,000)
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The Nationalist early-reinforcement units had already been deployed to eastern Kinmen by the 23rd; the later reinforcements came ashore at the same time as the PLA landing. Kinmen Island had 22 M5A1 tanks; Nationalist naval vessels in the waters off Kinmen, including the gunboats Nan’an and Chuguan, patrolled with nine vessels in all, and the flagship of the Second Fleet, the Taiping, also came to its assistance; in the air, 25 B-25 bombers of the 1st Air Group and 50 FB-26 fighter-bombers provided air support.

Order of Battle for the Kinmen Campaign

PLA side: 28th Corps Forward Command — Deputy Corps Commander Xiao Feng; Corps Political Department Director Li Manchun - 82nd Division (Division Commander Zhong Xianwen, Political Commissar Wang Ruojie) - 244th Regiment (Commander Xing Yongsheng, Chief of Staff Zhu Feiran, Director Sun Shuliang) - 245th Regiment - 246th Regiment (Commander Sun Yunxiu) - 84th Division - 251st Regiment (Commander Liu Tianxiang, Political Commissar Tian Zhichun, Deputy Commander Ma Shaotang, Chief of Staff Hao Yuesan, Director Wang Xueyuan) - 85th Division (Commander and Political Commissar concurrently Zhu Yunqian) - 253rd Regiment (Commander Xu Bo, Political Commissar Chen Lihua, Chief of Staff Wang Jianqiu) - 259th Regiment, 87th Division, 29th Corps

Nationalist side: Southeast Headquarters Deputy Commander Luo Zhuoying; Xiamen Pacification Sub-Office Director Tang Enbo - 12th Corps (Commander Hu Lian) - 18th Army (Army Commander Gao Kuiyuan) - 11th Division (Commander Liu Dinghan) - 118th Division (Commander Li Shulan) - 19th Army (Army Commander Liu Yunhan) - 14th Division (Commander Luo Xichou) - 18th Division (Commander Yin Jun) - 22nd Corps (Commander Li Liangrong) - 25th Army (Army Commander Shen Xiangkui) - 40th Division (Commander Fan Lin) - 45th Division (Commander Lao Shengyuan) - 201st Division (Commander Zheng Guo)

The plan called for the division commander to exercise unified command over all landing forces.

The specific operational deployment was as follows: the 244th Regiment of the 82nd Division (with the 3rd Battalion of the 246th Regiment attached), the 251st Regiment of the 84th Division, and the 253rd Regiment of the 85th Division would form the first echelon. The 244th Regiment, forming the eastern column, would land between Longkou and Houshadai on Kinmen, quickly seize Houbanshan and Shuangru Mountain, cut off and control the “waist” of Kinmen along the Qionglin-Shatou line, guard the eastern half of Kinmen, and cover the advance of the 251st and 253rd Regiments toward Kinmen county town. The 251st Regiment, forming the central column, would land between Xibao and Guningtou, quickly seize Hunan and Bailin, and coordinate with the 253rd Regiment in attacking Kinmen county town. The 253rd Regiment, forming the western column, would land at Guningtou, quickly seize Lincuo and Pucuo, and attack Kinmen county town; once the enemy on the western half of the island had been destroyed, it would then link up with the three regiments of the second echelon — or the reserve 92nd Division as well — and, advancing from Shuangru Mountain both north and south, encircle and destroy the enemy on the eastern half of the island, with the fighting expected to be concluded within three days. The command post was located east of Lianhe.

By October 20, the 28th Corps, owing to a severe shortage of transport vessels, was forced to postpone the assault on Kinmen to the 23rd. But by October 24, the 28th Corps had managed to assemble only enough vessels to carry three regiments. The 10th Corps calculated that the first echelon could cross with three regiments, and that by the time the vessels returned from carrying the first echelon, the second echelon could still transport at least two more regiments. During this period, the 10th Corps had already discovered that the Nationalist 18th Army headquarters, together with its 118th Division, had reached Greater Kinmen on October 21, and had learned that follow-on units of the Nationalist 12th Corps might arrive by ship at Liaoluo Bay on Greater Kinmen before October 24 — yet took no steps to adjust its plan accordingly, and remained resolved to launch the attack on the night of October 24 as scheduled.

Nationalist force deployment: Responsibility for the defense of Kinmen initially rested with Li Liangrong’s 22nd Corps; once Hu Lian’s 12th Corps came ashore, Hu Lian assumed overall command. The 22nd Corps comprised the 5th and 25th Corps, together with the 201st Division just transferred from Taiwan — many unit designations, but all severely under strength, with actual combat strength amounting to only about eight regiments, roughly 20,000 men in total. After the fall of Xiamen, the Kinmen garrison was gripped by panic, but in order to secure the safety of Penghu and Taiwan, the Nationalists resolved to hold the island at all costs. On one hand, they reorganized the defense and rushed to repair fortifications, forming a defensive deployment centered on the western half of the island; on the other, at the cost of abandoning Shantou, they urgently redeployed the 18th and 19th Armies of the 12th Corps to reinforce Kinmen, bringing total garrison strength to more than 40,000.

The specific deployment was as follows: the 5th Corps was responsible for defending Lesser Kinmen; the 18th Army was responsible for the defense of the eastern part of Greater Kinmen; the 25th Corps was responsible for the defense of the northern part of Greater Kinmen; the 201st Division was responsible mainly for the defense of the western part of Kinmen; and the 22nd Corps headquarters was located in Kinmen county town. Upon landing, the 19th Army concentrated in the Liaoluo area. In addition, the 1st Battalion (less one company) of the 3rd Tank Regiment was tasked with mobile operations across the island.

At the same time, with their air and naval forces essentially intact, and with more than 100,000 tons of combined shipping and more than 200 combat aircraft giving them command of the air and sea, the Nationalists established a full combined land-sea-air defense on Kinmen and the other islands. To resist any PLA landing, they continually dispatched bombers and warships to bomb and harass PLA vessels and coastal areas, in an effort to disrupt PLA preparations for an attack on Kinmen.




II. Course of the Battle

At 7:00 p.m. on October 24, the first echelon of the PLA landing force — the 244th Regiment (reinforced by the 3rd Battalion of the 246th Regiment), the 251st Regiment, and the 253rd Regiment, totaling more than 9,000 officers and men — began boarding their vessels in succession, awaiting the order to cross. Because there were not enough boats, every regiment had one or two combat companies left waiting for a later crossing. At this point, the 10th Corps radioed the 28th Corps forward command that the main strength of the Nationalist 12th Corps had already begun coming ashore on Kinmen. Deputy Corps Commander Xiao Feng, speaking with the corps leadership by phone, suggested temporarily halting the attack until the enemy situation could be clarified and sufficient boats gathered. But the corps leadership insisted that, since the enemy had so far only landed one regiment each at Greater and Lesser Kinmen in the afternoon, with no major change in the overall enemy picture, it was essential to seize Kinmen before the main strength of the Nationalist 12th Corps came ashore, and therefore the order was: “proceed according to the original plan — the decision will not be changed.” And so, beginning at 9:30 p.m. on October 24, the more than 9,000 officers and men of the first echelon boarded nearly 300 wooden boats and set out for Greater Kinmen Island, formally opening the Battle of Kinmen.


(1) Loading and the sea crossing (9:30 p.m., October 24 – 1:30 a.m., October 25)

Between 9:30 and 11:00 p.m. on October 24, the first echelon of the PLA force attacking Kinmen — three regiments plus one battalion — set out to sea in succession. The eastern column, the 244th Regiment (reinforced by the 3rd Battalion of the 246th Regiment), set out separately from Lianhe and Dadeng Island; after rendezvousing in the waters off Dadeng Island with the 251st Regiment, which had also set out from that island, the combined force formed up and headed for Greater Kinmen at midnight. The central column, the 251st Regiment, set out from Dongcai and Shuangsu on Dadeng Island. The western column, the 253rd Regiment of the 85th Division, 29th Corps, set out from the harbor near Houcun, northeast of Aotou. At this time there was no moonlight, and the sea was pitch black. Most of the boats had been drawn from Fuzhou and Quanzhou; the crews were unfamiliar with the channels and had never trained together with the troops before. Soon after setting out, the formations began to fall into disorder; by regiment, battalion, and even by company, units began crossing toward Kinmen independently, and unit cohesion broke down. During the crossing, the wind shifted from north to northeast, and that day happened to be a spring tide. Since the troops were carried entirely aboard wooden sailing vessels, they were heavily affected by wind and current, and most of the boats drifted well west of their intended course, missing their planned landing points.



(2) The beach assault (1:30–4:00 a.m., October 25)

At 1:30 a.m. on October 25, a Nationalist Youth Army beach patrol from the 201st Division on Kinmen accidentally triggered one of its own landmines, causing an explosion. This blast tore through the night sky and immediately alerted the Nationalist defenders in the beach positions, who hastily swept the sea with searchlights; the lead vessels of the PLA’s 244th Regiment, by this time already approaching the northern shore of Kinmen, were spotted. With the element of surprise now lost, the landing force immediately shifted from a covert approach to a direct assault; artillery positioned on Dadeng and Xiaodeng Islands opened fire on the Nationalist positions along Kinmen’s northern coast according to previously calculated firing data, and the vessels pressed rapidly toward shore under this covering fire.

Discovering that PLA advance units were about to come ashore, Nationalist forces opened fierce fire immediately. The vessels that followed continued to press forward under artillery and machine-gun fire; many officers and men leapt into the sea, using improvised flotation devices to make their way ashore. Although Nationalist firepower was extremely intense, the three regiments of the first echelon nonetheless pressed forward with courage and tenacity to force a landing.

Beginning at about 2:00 a.m., the units of the first echelon stormed ashore in succession along a ten-kilometer front stretching from Longkou to Guningtou. But because of the wind and the enemy’s artillery blockade, most units were unable to come ashore as organized formations at their planned landing points, and the landing points themselves were scattered; it proved impossible to reassemble units in time, and above the company level, commanders often found themselves in direct control of no more than a single company. Under these circumstances, guided by the tactical principle of “however many men you have, engage however many of the enemy you can find — don’t wait, don’t hesitate, drive straight inland,” the landing forces fought on scattered across the battlefield, pressing forward against the enemy wherever they could.

Eastern column: The main force of the 244th Regiment landed in scattered fashion along the northern shore of Kinmen’s “waist,” between Qionglin and Lanjian, and broke through the enemy’s beach defenses, capturing more than ten enemy beach pillboxes and taking over 100 prisoners. The 2nd Battalion and part of the 3rd Battalion drifted off course and came ashore in the sector held by the 251st Regiment at Guningtou, and part of these troops joined the 251st Regiment’s fighting. Because its forces were scattered and its landing point too far west, the 244th Regiment failed to accomplish its mission of cutting off Kinmen’s “waist.”

Central column: The 251st Regiment’s lead 1st Battalion drifted off course and landed in the Guningtou sector, joining the fighting of the 253rd Regiment; the 3rd Battalion landed successfully in the Hu’wei township area, but as the main body of the battalion came ashore, it suddenly came under fierce enemy artillery fire, losing nearly a third of its strength; the regimental leadership rallied its forces, broke through the Nationalist coastal defenses, and continued pushing forward toward Anqi.

Western column: After the 253rd Regiment landed at Guningtou and the area east of it, its 3rd Battalion seized strongpoints at Guningtou, Nanshan, and Beishan, consolidating the beachhead, while its 1st and 2nd Battalions pushed inland toward Lincuo and Pucuo, continuing to advance on Kinmen county town.

By dawn on October 25, the entire first echelon of the landing force was ashore, and had broken through the enemy’s beach defenses, advancing to the line running through Xishan, Guanyinting Mountain, Huwei, Hunan Heights, Anqi, and Pucuo — but without capturing any of the major strongpoints there, and so launched an assault on the enemy’s second line of defense. After the 28th Corps forward command received this report, it ordered the 251st Regiment by radio to reassemble its forces as quickly as possible, while the 253rd Regiment continued pressing its assault toward Kinmen county town.

But the commander of the 82nd Division and his staff — originally meant to accompany the first echelon ashore to direct the various regiments — had, because of the shortage of vessels, temporarily given up their boat to the 244th Regiment before the crossing began, planning instead to come ashore with the second echelon’s 245th and 246th Regiments. As a result, the three regiments of the first echelon, already ashore and drawn from different parent units, found themselves without unified command. The 28th Corps forward command designated the commander of the 251st Regiment, Liu Tianxiang, to exercise overall command of all landed units, but because of poor communications and the disorganized state of the units, each regiment and battalion was, in practice, largely fighting on its own.

More seriously still, the first echelon had landed at around 2:00 a.m. — right at the peak of the spring tide — and the barbed-wire entanglements and other obstacles the Nationalists had placed along the beach were largely submerged by the high tide; many boats ran up onto these hidden obstacles and had their hulls holed, forcing the troops to wade ashore, with some soldiers becoming entangled in the wire and suffering heavy casualties. At this point, enemy fire was extremely intense, and the situation grew increasingly dire: the crew members of the returning boats fled and abandoned ship in panic, and the shouts of the three staff officers responsible for getting the vessels back were drowned out by the roar of gunfire. By the time PLA forces had secured the beachhead and managed to round up the scattered boatmen, ready to send the boats back for the second echelon, the tide had already ebbed more than ten meters, leaving most of the vessels stranded on the sand. Some of the boats carrying part of the 251st Regiment, on their return trip, ran into a Nationalist naval blockade; some boats returning from Guningtou strayed into an area where Nationalist warships lay in wait, and were then mistaken by PLA shore batteries for a Nationalist reinforcement convoy and completely destroyed by friendly fire.

By 6:00 a.m. on October 25, in broad daylight, not a single one of the more than 300 boats of the first echelon had made it back. The officers of the 28th Corps’s follow-on echelon, watching helplessly from across the strait as the boats burned under enemy bombing and shelling, realized that the planned transport of the second and third echelons — 11,000 men in all — could no longer be carried out.



(3) Fighting to hold ground against the counterattack (4:00 a.m., October 25 – 9:00 a.m., October 26)

At about 4:00 a.m. on October 25, the commander of the Nationalist 2nd Coastal Defense Fleet, Rear Admiral Li Yukui, received orders to lead a task force, with his flagship Taiping, from the Penghu base to reinforce Kinmen. Before Li Yukui’s arrival, the Nationalist naval forces already at Kinmen had been ordered to blockade the sea; the gunboats No. 202 and Nan’an entered the northwest channel off Guningtou to bombard the PLA landing force from the rear, while the Chuguan, Lianzheng, and Huai’an, along with the minesweeper No. 203 and the gunboats No. 15 and No. 16, positioned themselves between Greater and Lesser Kinmen to guard the strait between them.

At the same time as the naval blockade was being put in place, beginning at 4:00 a.m., Nationalist forces — the newly landed 118th Division of the 18th Army, 12th Corps, with two regiments, together with two regiments of the original garrison’s 201st Division — launched a local counterattack against the PLA positions. At 5:30, they were reinforced further by the 18th and 14th Divisions of the 19th Army, and, with the support of tanks and artillery, launched a coordinated three-pronged counterattack against the entire PLA position. Their intent was to use part of their force to block and counter the PLA units that had pushed deepest inland, while concentrating their main strength against the PLA’s coastal beachhead positions, cutting off the landing force’s connection with the rear and then annihilating it piecemeal.

At around 8:00 a.m., large numbers of Nationalist aircraft and warships sortied, fiercely bombing the PLA landing zone, while tanks led infantry in breaking into the PLA’s beach positions. Lacking anti-tank weapons and artillery support, PLA forces ashore were unable to stop the Nationalist advance; the boats stranded on the beach were entirely destroyed or burned. Although PLA follow-on forces massed on the opposite shore, they found themselves unable to cross for lack of boats. The landing force was left fighting alone, isolated, with no hope of reinforcement.

With its beach position retaken by the enemy, the 244th Regiment fought on fiercely for half a day; by noon, its ammunition exhausted, its men mostly killed or captured, it lost contact with the rear entirely.

The main body of the 251st Regiment fought bitterly against the enemy for nearly nine hours, suffering more than 1,000 casualties; the survivors fought their way out of encirclement in stages and eventually linked up with the 253rd Regiment at Guningtou and Lincuo.

On the morning of the 25th, the 253rd Regiment continued pushing toward Kinmen county town, and in the area south of Pucuo ran into enemy forces advancing from the north of the county town, and fierce fighting broke out. Under the combined counterattack of Nationalist ground and air forces, the 253rd Regiment, its strength too thin, was forced to fall back, and together with sister units, dug in at Guningtou, Lincuo, and other stone-built structures, holding the Guningtou peninsula and the coastline east of it while awaiting reinforcement. By dusk, PLA officers and men, who had gone a full day and night without a drop of water or a grain of food, still held their ground, and the enemy, despite superior numbers, had still failed to capture the PLA positions. That night, having suffered heavy casualties, the enemy was forced to halt its attacks and withdrew to the area northwest of Hunan Heights to regroup and readjust its dispositions. By this point, PLA landing strength across the three regiments had already fallen by more than half; according to field-telephone reports from the island, the 244th Regiment had only about 700 men left, the 251st Regiment had 1,200 left, and while the 253rd Regiment retained relatively more men, it was extremely short of ammunition.

To relieve the pressure on the landing force, the 10th Corps and the 28th Corps forward command ordered an urgent search for and repair of vessels, in order to quickly transport the second echelon across in reinforcement. But most of the boats used in the assault on Xiamen had either been damaged or were tied up with other tasks, and it proved impossible to gather new vessels quickly; not until the evening of October 25 was only a small number of boats collected. The 28th Corps immediately ordered Sun Yunxiu, commander of the 246th Regiment, to take the lead with two companies aboard four boats, which landed at Hu’wei township at 3:00 a.m. on October 26 and, after hard fighting, linked up with the forces at Guningtou. Afterward, several more wooden boats were found and used to send two companies of the 259th Regiment out to sea, but the convoy ran into a violent storm en route and was scattered, with only four rafts’ worth of troops managing to land at Guningtou. Given how few reinforcements had actually gotten through, hopelessly outnumbered and surrounded on all sides, there was no longer any way to change the course of the defeat that was unfolding.



(4) The last stand (9:00 a.m., October 26 – 10:00 a.m., October 27)

After daybreak on October 26, the situation on the island rapidly deteriorated. The main strength of the Nationalist forces, having rested and regrouped, once again launched a fierce counterattack against Guningtou, Lincuo, and Pucuo under cover of air and naval support. At 9:00, the enemy broke in from the southern end of Lincuo, and fighting raged from house to house; PLA forces held out stubbornly, relying on Lincuo’s stone buildings. By 11:30 a.m., the enemy had captured most of Lincuo, and PLA forces continued resisting from a handful of remaining strongpoints and coastal positions. In addition, in an effort to attack Nanshan from the rear, a Nationalist force waded across from Huxia to the southern shore of the Guningtou peninsula at dawn on October 26, and, after suffering heavy losses, captured Nanshan at 10:00 a.m.; PLA forces fell back to hold Beishan.

On the morning of October 26, the Nationalist 12th Corps commander, Hu Lian, arrived at Kinmen and immediately took over command. Nationalist infantry, unable to break the stubborn defense at Guningtou despite repeated assaults, called on Taiwan to send aircraft to bomb the village buildings intensively, and brought up tanks and flamethrowers to burn their way house by house through the residential areas. Even so, thanks to the tenacious close-quarters and hand-to-hand fighting of PLA forces, the enemy’s three divisions, after an entire day of repeated assaults, still failed to break through. That morning, the surviving strength reported by the landing force in the 251st and 253rd Regiments numbered no more than a few hundred men each.

Late on the night of October 26, with ammunition and food long since exhausted, and having gone two days and nights without food, the PLA landing force could hold out no longer. Sun Yunxiu, Liu Tianxiang, and other regimental leaders convened an emergency council of war; in view of the fact that the ten landing battalions had already suffered more than 5,000 casualties, with no companies or battalions remaining intact, they decided to split the remaining forces into small groups to fight a guerrilla action, holding out as long as they could. At 10:00 p.m., the 28th Corps forward command, having exhausted every option, radioed the landing force that, in order to preserve what strength remained, frontline commanders at every level should act flexibly and independently, using whatever rafts, boats, or materials could be found — belonging to the enemy or to local civilians — to make their way, in groups large or small, back across the strait to the mainland; coastal units all along the shore would dispatch boats, manpower, and weapons to help bring the men back.

After late on the night of October 26, contact between the 28th Corps forward command and the landing force gradually broke down entirely. In the early hours of October 27, the commander of the 253rd Regiment, Xu Bo, sent word by radio that the regiment’s 1st Battalion — more than 600 officers and men — had been entirely wiped out at Guningtou, and that the remaining 150-odd men, together with more than 70 men of the 244th Regiment, were making their way to the coast to find boats. This was the last message ever received from the 253rd Regiment; no further word came.

Late on the night of October 26, part of the PLA force attempted to break out to the north under cover of darkness, moving toward the southeast, planning to hold out for a prolonged period in the hills while waiting for follow-on forces to arrive, but in the end, out of ammunition and food, they were either killed or captured.

By 8:30 a.m. on October 27, the enemy launched a final all-out assault against the PLA position at Guningtou. Enemy forces converged from three directions like a tide. Nationalist warships circled north of Guningtou, firing on PLA positions from angles their own ground artillery could not reach, in the dead zones untouched by return fire. Caught in this combined land-and-sea assault, PLA officers and men who still had weapons fought on until they fell; those without ammunition were taken prisoner. By 10:00 a.m. on October 27, the Battle of Kinmen was essentially over.

According to enemy accounts, the PLA landing force had fought with great tenacity, contesting every fortification and every building; Nationalist casualties were heavy, losing nearly 10,000 men, with the 201st Division especially hard hit, its organizational structure shattered and its combat effectiveness destroyed. PLA losses amounted to three regiments plus two battalions — 9,086 men — some killed, some wounded, some taken prisoner.





III. Analysis

The Battle of Kinmen was the single greatest loss suffered by the People’s Liberation Army in the entire War of Liberation, and its lessons are profound, deserving deep reflection and study even today. Drawing on and absorbing the lessons of this defeat remains a valuable asset in guiding our preparation for future military struggle.


(1) Operational thinking marked by arrogance and rashness

The primary cause of the defeat at Kinmen was, as Mao Zedong himself pointed out in a telegram to the Military Commission on October 29, 1949: “the result of underestimating the enemy and acting rashly.” A chain running from ideological arrogance, complacency, and impatience through to recklessness, impulsiveness, and carelessness in command and action was the decisive factor behind the defeat at Kinmen.

First, senior commanders of the corps were complacent and careless. Ever since crossing the Yangtze, the 10th Corps had advanced with unstoppable momentum, and its progress into Fujian had been especially smooth; at every level, commanders had grown overconfident and impatient, underestimating the enemy. Many leaders believed that taking Kinmen was merely the final mopping-up action of the campaign, not worth putting full effort into. As a result, the 10th Corps leadership shifted the bulk of its attention to taking over civil administration in the newly captured cities. Just as the corps was preparing its attack on Kinmen, its senior leadership, rather than focusing on gathering vessels for the assault, instead ordered its rear logistics department to collect four million catties of rice and six million catties of firewood by the end of October, to supply Xiamen. The 10th Corps handed responsibility for commanding the Kinmen landing to the 28th Corps forward command. Some comrades pointed out that the 28th Corps, within the 10th Corps, was better suited to defensive operations than offensive assaults, having mostly fought blocking actions, and was not well suited to this kind of assault mission — but the corps’s senior leadership held that, with the mainland campaign essentially won, there was little left to fight for, and simply let the 28th Corps “mop up the tail end.” Before the attack on Xiamen, the corps leadership had convened three separate planning sessions to study tactics; but once Xiamen had been taken, the corps held no further meetings to discuss how to take Kinmen, issuing only a bare order to attack. As for the situation and dispositions of the enemy on Kinmen, and how the assault should be organized, the corps carried out no careful study or oversight at all, merely stressing the need to launch the attack as early as possible and achieve a quick, decisive victory.

Second, the troops themselves were blindly optimistic. If the leadership took this attitude, it should come as no surprise that the rank and file did too. The 28th Corps, tasked with the Kinmen operation, had originally been an Eighth Route Army local force from Shandong; the great majority of its officers and men were northerners, unfamiliar with amphibious warfare. But in the unbroken run of victories in the closing phase of the War of Liberation, many comrades had come to believe that dealing with the remnants of the Nationalist forces posed no real difficulty at all: Xiamen’s defenders had permanent fortress works and heavy firepower, and yet had still been smoothly overcome — Kinmen, with fewer troops and weaker fortifications and firepower than Xiamen, would surely be even easier. The prevailing assumption within the force was that a swift, early strike would send the enemy fleeing before nightfall. Treating the general patterns of land warfare and of the Yangtze crossing as though they applied universally to every set of conditions, without carefully studying the special characteristics of a sea-crossing landing operation, bred an atmosphere of impatience and overconfidence, giving rise to mistaken notions such as “setting foot on land is victory” and “landing equals success.” The operational plan for the main assault on Kinmen called for “each man to carry three days’ worth of cooked rations, prepared for a hard day’s fighting,” while the supporting units prepared to “eat lunch in Kinmen county town.” With such arrogance and carelessness, how could defeat not follow?

Third, the PLA badly underestimated the decisive influence that control of the air and sea would have on the operation. The Nationalists held absolute command of the air and sea, and PLA forces took no effective measures to protect against this. Before the battle, Nationalist air and naval forces relentlessly hunted down PLA vessels, destroying every boat, large or small, within a hundred li up every navigable river along the coast — even bombing a shipyard in Shanghai — making it extremely difficult for the PLA to gather the boats it needed. During the crossing, lacking any air cover, PLA forces were unable to organize effective anti-aircraft defense, and suffered considerable losses in personnel and vessels under enemy air attack. When some of the PLA’s boats ran aground, they became “sitting targets” for enemy air and naval firepower and were all destroyed. Once ashore, PLA forces had no air or naval cover of their own whatsoever, while the defending enemy not only had armored support but also naval coordination and air support. The Nationalist cruiser Zhongrong sailed around from Liaoluo Bay south of Kinmen to the waters off Guningtou north of the island, using its naval guns to bombard the flank and rear of the PLA landing force. Nationalist land-based aircraft from Taiwan flew more than 50 sorties, bombing the PLA troops already ashore while also striking Dadeng and Xiaodeng Islands and PLA shore artillery positions. At the same time, to prevent PLA reinforcement, the Nationalists sent aircraft and warships to patrol the strait, intercepting any vessel attempting to cross from the mainland, and continually shelled the mainland shore and the Guningtou area, causing serious disruption to the PLA landing force.



(2) Subjective and arbitrary assessment of the enemy situation

“Know the enemy and know yourself, and you will not be imperiled in a hundred battles” — this is a fundamental principle of warfare across all times and places. The Battle of Kinmen violated this principle; unclear intelligence on the enemy and inaccurate assessment were the most important factors behind the defeat.

First, PLA forces misjudged the enemy’s defensive intent. Kinmen — “guarding Zhangzhou and Xiamen from within, shielding Taiwan and Penghu from without” — occupied a position of critical strategic importance, and was precisely the point Chiang Kai-shek regarded as key to any future counterattack on the mainland, and the place he was most determined to hold at all costs. Once Xiamen fell, he issued a stern order to Tang Enbo: “Kinmen cannot be allowed to fall again — you must personally direct the defense on the spot, fulfill your duty, and accept no excuses for relinquishing command.” For the Nationalist government, this single island had become a matter of life and death, and the garrison had sworn to live or die with Kinmen, resolved to fight with their backs to the sea and no thought of retreat. The 10th Corps underestimated Chiang Kai-shek’s determination to hold Kinmen at all costs, failing to study in sufficient depth the details of enemy force deployment around Kinmen and Xiamen, and made a fatal misjudgment in its overall assessment of whether the enemy intended to “hold firm” or “withdraw.” Kinmen originally had no permanent fortifications, but because it had drawn Chiang Kai-shek’s intense personal attention, large-scale construction began in early October. Short of materials, Nationalist forces tore down temples and ancestral halls — even used gravestones to build pillboxes. Within little more than ten days, along the roughly ten-kilometer stretch of beach between Guningtou and Longkou — precisely the sector PLA forces would be attacking — more than 400 pillboxes had gone up, with roof-shaped barbed-wire entanglements and minefields laid in front of them. PLA reconnaissance before the assault, both from a distance and up close, was insufficiently thorough, and this major development went entirely unnoticed. It was precisely this stretch of coastline that later became the PLA’s point of breakthrough, and the enemy’s defensive system there caused enormous difficulty for the landing force, resulting in heavy PLA casualties.

Second, PLA forces failed to keep pace with changes in the enemy’s dispositions. Before the Battle of Kinmen began, the situation on Kinmen had already changed significantly. In order to seal off the approaches to Xiamen harbor, the Nationalists had withdrawn their last remaining main force in the southeast — the 12th Corps — from the Chaoshan area of Guangdong to reinforce Kinmen and Zhoushan. In response, the Third Field Army’s deputy commander, Su Yu, proposed a “three don’ts” policy: calculating that the original 25th Corps’s 108th Division, numbering 12,000 men, should not be exceeded, he specified that the attack should not proceed if the enemy’s strength increased by even one regiment; should not proceed if there were not enough boats to transport six regiments in a single lift; and should not proceed unless 6,000 experienced boatmen, carefully vetted, could be recruited from the coastal areas of northern Jiangsu or Shandong. But these instructions from Su Yu were never actually implemented. The 10th Corps’s senior leadership judged that, with Hu Lian’s corps not yet fully arrived at Kinmen, there was a fleeting opportunity to launch the landing, and that any delay risked the situation on Kinmen changing for the worse; after some deliberation, they approved the 28th Corps’s plan to attack Kinmen. On the night of October 24, when the 28th Corps launched its assault as planned, Nationalist forces on Kinmen, apart from the 22nd Corps, already numbered more than 30,000, with the 19th Army of Hu Lian’s 12th Corps — more than 10,000 men — having already reached Liaoluo Bay off Kinmen, delayed from landing only by heavy seas. Attempting a sea-crossing landing assault against an island defended in depth on land, sea, and in the air, with such a lopsided balance of forces, and without having secured control of the air and sea, was a complete violation of the PLA’s own long-standing principle of concentrating superior force to annihilate the enemy piecemeal. This subjective and arbitrary assessment of the enemy’s movements made defeat at Kinmen ultimately unavoidable.

Third, PLA forces underestimated the enemy’s capacity to keep resisting. Senior commanders of the 28th Corps paid little serious attention to the “defeated remnants” who had retreated to Kinmen, regarding the enemy as thoroughly cowed and already-beaten troops unworthy of real concern, and overlooked the fighting capacity that even a defeated army, driven to the brink of survival on an isolated island, could still muster. In reality, these Kinmen defenders, under intense pressure from Chiang Kai-shek and with no route of retreat, had truly become “cornered beasts” fighting for their lives. Once Xiamen had fallen to PLA forces, the 22nd Corps commander, Li Liangrong, summoned his officers down to regimental level for a briefing, telling them: “Militarily speaking, Kinmen is already a dead end. If we do not fight our way out of death, we will die without even a grave to be buried in.” “In today’s battle, victory means life, defeat means death.” He went so far as to imitate Xiang Yu’s ancient stratagem of “breaking the cauldrons and sinking the boats,” having what few ferries remained sent back to Taiwan, to demonstrate his resolve to live or die together with the island. At the very moment PLA forces were driving straight into Kinmen’s “waist” at Shuangru Mountain and toward the northern approaches to Kinmen county town, Li Liangrong, rather than pulling his forces back, instead ordered them to attack the attackers. His first order was: “Advance toward the sound of the guns!” On the battlefield, a state of chaotic, desperate fighting ensued. By the night of the 25th, when the fighting reached its most desperate point, Nationalist division commanders went down to the battalion level, regimental commanders went down to the company level, and some even led bayonet charges bare-chested at the front; several company and platoon commanders fought on to the very last of their men. As one Taiwanese military textbook later put it: “Before the Battle of Guningtou, our forces on garrison duty had always adopted a purely defensive posture. But in the Battle of Guningtou, the 22nd Corps did not merely defend — it attacked, and this settled the outcome of the battle.” This stood in sharp contrast to the 28th Corps’s own assumption of a defeated, demoralized enemy who would collapse at the first blow.



(3) Wishful thinking in operational planning

Before the Battle of Kinmen, PLA study of the particular characteristics and laws of amphibious island-landing operations had not gone deep enough. Operational planning proceeded only from the most favorable assumptions, with little consideration given to complications or difficulties, leaving preparations in every area seriously inadequate.

First, preparation for the sea crossing itself was seriously inadequate. By the 20th, the 28th Corps had gathered only enough boats to carry a single regiment; by the 24th, all available vessels together were barely enough to carry the first echelon, and the number of boatmen recruited was insufficient, with morale low, unfamiliarity with the channels, and a lack of the necessary training and drilling, leading to considerable desertion. The force launched its landing operation in haste, without adequate preparation, and in particular with a serious shortage of boats and boatmen. As the saying goes, “troops without boats are no troops at all” — the transport vessels were a vital component of combat power, yet the 28th Corps had given this no comprehensive consideration or careful planning at the operational-planning stage. Command and control over the boats carrying the first echelon was never unified or effective, resulting in the three first-echelon regiments setting out from their embarkation points with no unified command whatsoever; there was no rigorous organization of formations, no precise calculation or control of the timing for getting underway, and no contingency planning for unforeseen circumstances. This led to chaotic, disorganized navigation at night, and disordered, tangled unit organization upon landing, leaving regimental commanders in direct control of only the troops immediately around them; for a long time it proved very difficult to reassemble scattered units, and some units remained scattered and fighting independently even by the time the battle ended, unable to organize an effective, coordinated assault.

Second, the direction of the assault was too narrow, and the choice of landing zone was ill-advised. Although the northwestern coast of Kinmen was well suited to a landing, it was also the very area where the enemy had concentrated its forces for a determined defense. The beach there was fortified with a continuous defensive line of pillboxes, barbed wire, and minefields. Behind the beach, the high ground and villages — Guanyinting Mountain, Longkou, Qionglin, Lincuo, Guningtou — were built up with strongpoint positions combining field fortifications with permanent works, with corridors deliberately left open between positions to allow for Nationalist counterattacks, and these gaps too were mined. The open terrain in front of the beach and the strongpoint positions was well suited for enemy tanks to deploy and maneuver. This entire stretch of terrain, for the PLA’s purposes, was ill-suited to establishing a secure beachhead position or a proper tactical landing zone. Nationalist archival records confirm after the fact that on the afternoon of October 24, the 22nd Corps had just conducted a large-scale anti-landing exercise at precisely this location, which had only concluded at dusk. As a result, eight hours later, the PLA’s first echelon landed at exactly this spot. Its regiments, upon coming ashore, were immediately met with stubborn resistance and counterattacks from the enemy’s beach pillbox network and first line of strongpoints, followed by a combined counterattack from heavy enemy reinforcements supported by tanks. In addition, because the PLA was intent on engaging the enemy in a swift, decisive battle immediately upon landing, rather than adopting a plan for landing on two or three sides at once and converging from north and south, east and west, it allowed the enemy to concentrate its strength against the PLA forces that had landed in the northwest. During the fighting, the Nationalist 18th Army commander, Gao Kuiyuan, remained constantly worried that PLA forces might also land in the northeastern area around Guanao, and it was not until October 26, once he was confident there was no such threat, that he finally committed the 118th Division to the northwestern sector, to strike the PLA landing force from the flank and rear. Had the PLA been able to plan a force to land in the northeastern sector as well, it would have significantly tied down the enemy’s mobile strike capacity. Or, had part of the force boldly landed at Liaoluo Bay (which the available intelligence showed to be undefended), advancing north and south in coordination with the forces landing along the Longkou-Qionglin line, it could have quickly cut off Kinmen’s “waist” and struck the Kinmen garrison from behind — and the outcome of the battle might well have been very different.

Third, tactical thinking was divorced from reality. The 28th Corps’s stated principle of attack was “surprise combined with a hard-hitting assault”; the operational plan specified explicitly: “tactically, emphasize that in a sea-crossing operation, troops must only advance, never retreat, and must adopt a mindset of unshakable confidence.” In terms of specific actions, it emphasized “single-boat assaults, individual soldier assaults.” Its specific method of fighting was: “suppress with firepower, land at multiple points, tear open one breach, then break out in all directions, cut off and isolate the enemy, and destroy them piecemeal.” Little weight was given to establishing and consolidating a secure landing zone; instead, there was a wishful assumption that the attacking forces would simply annihilate the enemy in the course of the assault itself. This led directly to the actual course of the fighting: of the three landing regiments, only the western column, the 253rd Regiment, having come ashore, managed to seize Guningtou, Nanshan, and Beishan, relying on the enemy’s own sturdy fortifications and solid buildings, and thereby establish a genuine beachhead position; the other units all advanced blindly, without waiting to secure the first line of strongpoints before pressing on into the depth of the enemy position. As a result, when these units met resistance in their advance and were forced onto the defensive, they had no secure position to fall back on and consolidate. In the end, it was only by relying on the stone-built structures at Guningtou and the northern and southern hills that PLA forces were able to hold out and keep fighting for two full days and nights.

Fourth, artillery support proved inadequate. Although PLA forces had assembled more than 80 guns of various calibers on Dadeng and Xiaodeng Islands, organized into two supporting artillery groups, the guns themselves were of small caliber and short range, and ammunition was in short supply; combined with limited observation and poor communications, coordination between infantry and artillery was inadequate, leaving the guns unable either to strike the enemy’s first line of strongpoints or to suppress the enemy’s counterattacks. The PLA’s shore-based artillery groups provided only a brief period of fire support on the 25th, as the landing craft came ashore, firing on the coastal positions along an east-west line according to data calculated by daylight beforehand. Because the guns had to fire across the strait at night without direct observation, accuracy was poor and suppressive effect very limited. According to postwar accounts from the Nationalist forces defending Kinmen’s front line, this bombardment did little more than knock out a few searchlights, and PLA forces suffered heavy casualties during the landing as a result. After PLA troops came ashore, although the artillery groups did their utmost to provide fire support to the landing force, their limited range meant they could barely reach the beach along Kinmen’s northern shore, and were unable to provide any fire support at all to units that had pushed further inland. On the afternoon of the 25th, Nationalist aircraft carried out a fierce bombing raid on the 28th Corps’s artillery positions, causing some losses. More disappointing still, for lack of effective communications, some of the PLA’s own returning boats were mistakenly sunk by friendly artillery fire — not only failing to provide effective support to the landing force, but actively making matters worse.

Fifth, anti-tank capability was very weak. In its operational preparations, the PLA overlooked the fact that Kinmen was garrisoned by a tank battalion equipped with 22 M5A1 tanks. The M5A1 was an American-made light tank weighing 15 tons, mounting a single 37mm gun and two machine guns. Although the landing force did carry anti-tank rocket launchers (at the time, such launchers were broken down into a front tube, rear tube, and warhead, requiring three men working together to fire), when loaded aboard ship these various components had been distributed across different boats. Once the units came ashore in disorganized fashion and lost contact with one another, these rocket launchers could not be assembled and used. Neither side’s postwar accounts record any instance of PLA soldiers using satchel charges or bundled grenades against enemy tanks, nor even climbing onto enemy tanks to throw grenades into their turrets. Nationalist tanks, by contrast, drove directly into PLA formations, crushing men beneath their treads in a zigzag pattern, inflicting heavy casualties. What PLA forces could not have anticipated was that on the afternoon of October 24, Nationalist tanks had conducted a joint anti-landing exercise with infantry at precisely the “Yidiandong” beach; one tank had broken down and another had been sent to tow it back, and neither had returned to base by evening. As it happened, that very night, the PLA’s western column, the first echelon, came ashore at exactly that beach — and these two tanks (some accounts say three) played a major role, inflicting heavy casualties on PLA forces.



(4) Scattered and chaotic command and coordination

In the Kinmen landing operation, the participating units were organizationally jumbled, with no unified command or coordination established; instead, each fought its own battle, giving the enemy repeated opportunities to destroy the PLA piecemeal.

First, command authority was too weak. Once the 10th Corps handed responsibility for the operation to the 28th Corps, that corps failed to organize command properly, failed to think through important questions such as tactical methods, and its senior leadership paid insufficient attention to the process of moving into position near the city it was to attack. In terms of command over the 28th Corps’s operational planning, the corps commander delegated the task directly to the division commander, and as a result this division commander had almost no direct contact or organizational coordination with the several regiments under his command. This kind of cross-level direct command seriously undermined the normal chain of command and organizational coordination between corps, division, and regiment, creating major problems throughout the entire process of the amphibious operation.

Second, the command structure at the operational level was chaotic. The first echelon that landed on Kinmen was drawn from three regiments belonging to two different corps organizationally — and although it had been made clear that the 82nd Division’s command would direct the landing operation, in actual fact, since the operational planning had all been handled by the division commander directly, no proper contact or organizational coordination had ever been established between him and the several regiments he was meant to command. This kind of cross-level command structure severely undermined the effective functioning of command and coordination between division, regiment, and battalion — a disconnect that became especially apparent once the actual fighting began. The specific command structure was mixed and confused: the 244th and 251st Regiments came from two different parent units, and even though it had been made clear that the 82nd Division would direct their landing operation, in practice, since command had been handled by the division commander, and given the division commander’s own lack of experience and organizational coordination with his subordinate regiments, this cross-level command structure grew ever more complicated, showing clear breaks and gaps, and directly affected the effective execution of command over the battle.

Third, coordination between the services was in disarray. The Battle of Kinmen was, for the PLA, its first attempt at a landing operation involving all three of the newly formed navy, army, and air arms, and this affected the campaign’s overall coordinated command. Even though it had been made explicit that the 82nd Division would coordinate its landing plan with the army division’s own artillery command, in fact, from before the attack even began, communication and coordination between these two elements had never been properly established. This kind of mismatched coordination directly affected the effective employment of fire support during the battle. At the same time, PLA officers and men at every level greatly lacked experience in landing operations — the most they had was some limited practice from the Xiamen operation, which was of little help in commanding operations of this kind. On the night of October 25 into the 26th, when reinforcements finally set out, the various units under corps command had lost all vertical contact with one another, and communications were extremely poor. Even as late as October 25, none of the various units had more than a single company under effective, direct command.

Fourth, communication for command of the landing was completely inadequate to the demands of the operation. Landing units were not equipped with proper signals equipment, and units below company level had no radios at all, making communication and coordination extremely difficult. Because the landing force was a temporary, ad hoc grouping, with no continuous communications equipment shared between units during the crossing, once ashore, all units — regiments, battalions, and companies alike — quickly lost contact with each other and could not receive orders or provide reports in any coordinated way. Once ashore, units lost their depth formation almost entirely, scattering into disarray. Especially in the tidal shallows during the landing itself, right at the peak of the eastern spring tide with heavy surf, the landing points were badly displaced, and unit organization broke down completely. Once ashore, the landing force could only fight on its own, courageously, for as long as it could, without any way of contacting the rear. Because there was no communications link, it was all the more difficult for the rear to bring up reinforcements or organize a unified command, making it impossible to form an integrated fighting force.







Chapter 67: The Landing Operation on Hainan Island

(March 5 – May 1, 1950)

The Hainan Island landing campaign was a sea-crossing island assault carried out by PLA forces against the Nationalist garrison on Hainan Island in the early days of the People’s Republic. The campaign began on March 5, 1950 and ended on May 1, lasting 56 days. PLA forces committed about 125,000 men in all; of these, the sea-crossing assault corps, formed from the 40th and 43rd Corps of the 15th Army Group, numbered more than 100,000, supported by the roughly 25,000-strong Qiongya Column already active on the island; more than 4,000 boatmen and 2,130 sailing junks were mobilized to support the crossing. Nationalist garrison forces totaled more than 100,000, including five regular army corps comprising 19 divisions — about 70 regiments in all — of the ground forces, more than 50 vessels of various types, and more than 20 combat aircraft. In this campaign, PLA forces suffered 4,500 casualties while destroying more than 33,000 Nationalist troops, destroying two enemy aircraft, sinking one enemy warship, damaging five others, and capturing 118 artillery pieces of various types. The Hainan Island landing campaign was an operation that relied chiefly on wooden sailing junks, supplemented by a small number of powered vessels, to carry out a large-scale sea-crossing landing, breaking through the enemy’s “three-dimensional defense” system of coordinated land, sea, and air forces. It stands as a successful example of large-scale PLA island landing operations and offers valuable experience for island-landing operations to come.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

Hainan Island covers more than 32,000 square kilometers, making it China’s second-largest coastal island, known as the “gateway to the South China Sea” and a maritime bulwark for South China, of great strategic importance. Hainan faces the Leizhou Peninsula across the strait, at its closest point about 11 nautical miles away and, at its furthest points on either side, more than 300 nautical miles. The interior is mountainous, while the coastal areas and the northeast are relatively flat. Wuzhi Mountain, the island’s highest peak, rises 1,877 meters above sea level. The island is heavily forested, sparsely populated, with rugged roads, unsuited to the movement of large military formations. The coastline runs more than 1,400 kilometers in all; the southwest is rocky, while the northeast has more sandy shores with low-lying terrain along the coast, offering more numerous and favorable landing sites — particularly along the northeastern part of the island.

At the end of 1949, following the campaigns to liberate Guangdong and Guangxi, the entire South China mainland had been liberated, and operations elsewhere were progressing smoothly; the liberation of the entire Chinese mainland appeared imminent. The remnants of the Nationalist forces had retreated in defeat to Taiwan, Hainan Island, the Zhoushan Islands, and the coastal islands off Fujian and Zhejiang, hoping to use the barrier of the strait to halt the PLA’s advance, hold these islands, and use them as forward bases from which to blockade the mainland and eventually launch a counterattack. To eliminate the threat of sabotage and harassment these forces posed to the southeastern coast, and to complete the liberation of the whole of China, one of the PLA’s main tasks was to destroy the remaining Nationalist forces entrenched on these coastal islands.

To this end, the Central Military Commission directed the 15th Army Group of the Fourth Field Army, working in coordination with the Qiongya Column already active on Hainan, to carry out the PLA’s first large-scale landing operation in its history — the liberation of Hainan Island.

PLA operational plan for the landing: On December 18, 1949, Chairman Mao Zedong instructed the Fourth Field Army: “A sea-crossing operation is entirely unlike any operational experience our forces have had before. It is essential to pay close attention to tides and wind direction, to concentrate enough strength to transport at least one full corps (40,000 to 50,000 men) in a single lift, together with more than three days’ worth of food, to establish a secure beachhead position ahead of the enemy, and then to advance independently, without relying on support from the rear.” On February 1, 1950, the 15th Army Group convened a war council at Guangzhou to plan the Hainan campaign, and, following the guidance of Chairman Mao, the Central Military Commission, and the Fourth Field Army, settled on the following operational resolve: “First, carry out covert crossings by small units at night to strengthen the Qiongya Column’s military strength and change the balance of forces between our side and the enemy on the island; then, in coordination, launch a large-scale forced landing by our main force to liberate Hainan Island.” The 15th Army Group’s operational plan called for:


	Taking a relatively long period of time for campaign preparation, in order to assemble sufficient sea-crossing transport, strengthen tactical and technical training for the landing, and raise the troops’ combat morale.


	Before the main landing, in coordination with and supported by the Qiongya Column, having two corps each covertly cross with at least one regiment’s worth of troops, to strengthen the Qiongya Column’s strength, change the balance of forces on the island, and gain experience in sea-crossing landing operations.


	Relying chiefly on wooden sailing junks for the crossing, supplemented by a small number of powered vessels, with some powered vessels converted to serve as command and escort boats. To minimize the threat from enemy air and naval forces during the crossing, the entire crossing was to be completed within a single night.


	Once conditions became favorable and the moment was ripe, immediately proceeding with the large-scale landing, to speed the progress of the campaign.




Nationalist plan for defending against the landing: After the Guangdong-Guangxi campaign, part of the defeated Nationalist forces fled to Hainan Island and merged with the forces already stationed there under Chen Jitang. The enemy intended to rely on the strait as a natural barrier, organizing a comprehensive, three-dimensional, all-around defense of the island, relying on their advantage in naval and air power to seek battle with PLA forces at sea, prevent a PLA sea-crossing landing, and achieve the goal of holding the island indefinitely. Their defensive measures were:


	Using naval and air forces to bomb PLA coastal ports, disrupting PLA assembly and the sea crossing;

	Strengthening naval patrols, using naval and air forces to hunt down PLA sea-crossing landing convoys;

	Strengthening coastal defensive fortifications, forcing PLA landing forces to fight uphill assaults with their backs to the sea;

	If all of the above measures failed to prevent a PLA landing, fighting a decisive battle on the island itself.



PLA force deployment: The Fourth Field Army’s Front Committee conscientiously studied and grasped Chairman Mao’s instructions, and after thoroughly analyzing the specific circumstances at the time, decided to form a sea-crossing landing corps from the 40th and 43rd Corps, reinforced with the 15th Army Group’s horse-drawn artillery regiment, the 1st Anti-Aircraft Artillery Regiment, and a number of engineer, signals, and anti-tank units, totaling 100,000 men, and, working together with the roughly 20,000 men of the three column headquarters and one independent regiment of the Qiongya Column already on the island, to carry out the campaign to liberate Hainan Island. Overall command of all participating forces was given to the 15th Army Group commander, Deng Hua.

In accordance with the operational mission and plan, the 40th and 43rd Corps advanced to the Leizhou Peninsula. Operational deployment: the 40th Corps was positioned along the line from Haikang, Xuwen, and Beihai to Hepu and Anpu; the 43rd Corps was positioned along the line from Zhanjiang, Hai’an, Beisha, Anshadao, Chixi, and Yangjiang, both carrying out campaign preparations. The Qiongya Column’s 1st Column was positioned in the Changjiang-Baishawan area; the 3rd Column was positioned in the Qiongdong-Ding’an area; the 5th Column was positioned in the Ledong area; and the independent regiment was positioned in the Qiongdong-North Tanniu-Wenchang area, all in preparation to coordinate with the sea-crossing corps. Linggao and points west of it on Hainan formed the landing area for the 40th Corps; Linggao and points east formed the landing area for the 43rd Corps.

Nationalist force deployment: Hainan Island’s garrison consisted of five corps (the 4th, 32nd, 62nd, 63rd, and 64th), plus an officer training division, a provisionally organized 13th Division, and an independent division — 19 divisions in all — together with local reactionary militia, totaling about 100,000 men. In addition, the navy fielded some 50 vessels of various types, and the air force had more than 20 combat aircraft. All of these forces were under the unified command of the Hainan Island Defense Commander, Xue Yue.

The specific deployment was as follows: ground forces were distributed among four defense zones, organized for an all-around defense of the island. The 1st Route Army, comprising four divisions of the 32nd Corps, defended the eastern part of the island, running from Muluan Harbor in the northeast south to Wushi Harbor, with its headquarters at Jiaji. The 2nd Route Army, based principally on the 62nd Corps plus other units, six divisions in all, defended the northern part of the island, running from Muluan Harbor in the east to Linshi Harbor in the west, with its headquarters at Chengmai. The 3rd Route Army, comprising the 64th and 4th Corps, six divisions in all, defended the western part of the island, running from Linshi Harbor in the north southwest to Lingtou Bay, with the 64th Corps headquarters at Jiajai and the 4th Corps headquarters at Nada. The 4th Route Army, comprising three divisions of the 63rd Corps, defended the sector from Lingtou Bay to Wushi Harbor, centered on Yulin, with its headquarters at Yulin. Of these forces, only about five divisions’ worth were actually capable of mobile operations. The enemy concentrated its defensive priority on the Qiongzhou Strait front centered on Haikou, building field fortifications at points suited to a landing and laying some obstacles. Apart from maintaining sea patrols, naval vessels were used mainly to blockade the Qiongzhou Strait. Aircraft were used mainly to bomb the various ports of the Leizhou Peninsula, to prevent PLA training exercises and the assembly of vessels there, to harass the shipping lanes between Zhanjiang and Xuwen, and to disrupt PLA campaign preparations.




II. Course of the Battle


(1) Covert crossings in successive waves, building up strength (March 5 – April 1, 1950)

In mid-February 1950, in order to prevent a PLA landing, the enemy, besides blockading the strait with naval and air forces and strengthening its coastal defenses facing the mainland, also concentrated five divisions’ worth of troops to carry out “encirclement and suppression” operations against the Qiongya Column and its mountain bases, hoping to destroy the local force that would otherwise support the PLA’s main landing. At this point, PLA preparations for the large-scale sea crossing were not yet complete, and the main force was not yet ready to force a large-scale landing. In order to support the Qiongya Column’s struggle against the “encirclement and suppression” campaign and strengthen PLA support forces already on the island, to gain experience in sea-crossing operations, and to create the conditions for an eventual large-scale landing, the Army Group Party Committee studied the matter and, with approval from the Central Military Commission and the Fourth Field Army’s Front Committee, decided to take advantage of the favorable circumstances created by the enemy’s “encirclement and suppression” campaign — which had drawn off part of the island’s people’s militia — and of the still-favorable northerly winds at that time of year, to have the two corps each send a reinforced battalion to covertly cross to the eastern and western sides of Hainan Island respectively, coming ashore to carry out guerrilla operations on the island. At the same time, to eliminate the threat this posed to the flank of the main landing force, to seize additional crossing vessels, and to gain experience in a forced landing, the 40th Corps was also tasked with sending one regiment to destroy the enemy on Weizhou Island.

1. The first wave: two battalions cross covertly

On March 5 at 7:30 p.m., a reinforced battalion of the 352nd Regiment, 118th Division, 40th Corps — 799 men — boarded 13 boats and set out from Denglou Cape on the Leizhou Peninsula. During the crossing, conditions were at first favorable, with wind and current both behind them, allowing for good speed; but after more than four hours the wind died, and the men had to row to keep moving. By 11:00 a.m. on the 6th, the unit had covered more than 150 kilometers and reached waters west of Danxian county on Hainan, where it spotted more than ten enemy boats. The battalion skillfully maneuvered to trail this enemy convoy as it advanced. By 2:00 p.m., the whole battalion had reached its planned landing point — the waters south of Baima Well — and immediately, braving enemy aircraft, enemy warships, and dense enemy fire from the shore, forced a landing, routing two enemy companies and successfully linking up with the Qiongya Column’s 1st Column. In the fighting to get ashore, PLA forces suffered 33 casualties, and most of the boats were destroyed by enemy aircraft.

At 7:00 p.m. on March 6, the 356th Regiment, 119th Division, 40th Corps, set out from a point southeast of Beihai toward Weizhou Island. At 2:00 a.m. on the 7th, the regiment landed successfully, and by 10:00 a.m. had wiped out the defending garrison entirely, capturing more than 300 large and small wooden boats.

At 1:00 p.m. on March 10, a reinforced battalion of the 383rd Regiment, 128th Division, 43rd Corps — 1,007 men — boarded 21 boats and, taking advantage of overcast, rainy weather, set out from Diezhou Island southeast of Zhanjiang. Although the crossing ran into force-7 winds, cutting off communication between the boats, the force pressed on toward its objective regardless. After more than ten hours battling the heavy wind and waves, having covered 150 kilometers, the main body landed in stages along the coast from Chishui Harbor to Tonggu on the northeastern part of Hainan by 9:00 a.m. on the 11th, breaking the resistance of one enemy regiment; that afternoon it linked up successfully with the Qiongya Column’s independent regiment.

2. The second wave: two regiments cross covertly

The success of the first wave’s two reinforced battalions in crossing covertly, together with the victory at Weizhou Island, not only strengthened PLA strength on the island and gave powerful support to the Qiongya Column’s struggle against the “encirclement and suppression” campaign, capturing a number of vessels, but, more importantly, further clarified the enemy’s weaknesses in coastal defense and yielded valuable experience in sea-crossing operations, further strengthening the PLA’s confidence in liberating Hainan Island. At this point, although the enemy had strengthened its defenses on the eastern and western sides of Hainan, there was no major change in its frontal defenses. To further strengthen PLA strength on the island and create even more favorable conditions for the main force’s forced landing, the Army Group decided to have each of the two corps organize one more reinforced regiment, to carry out a second wave of covert crossings.

At 7:00 p.m. on March 26, a reinforced regiment of the 118th Division, 40th Corps — more than 2,900 men in all — boarded 81 wooden boats and set out from Denglou Cape on the Leizhou Peninsula, intending to land between Luotang and Futi, northwest of Lingao Cape, with a portion of the Qiongya Column and the unit that had made the earlier covert crossing providing support at the landing point. Because the wind died shortly after setting out, and the force then ran into heavy fog with the tide running east, the convoy was unable to maintain formation, and each boat had no choice but to proceed independently toward the planned direction. By the morning of the 27th, the force had landed in scattered fashion along a stretch of more than 20 kilometers northeast of Lingao Cape. After coming ashore, the units gradually regrouped, and, breaking through the successive blocking actions of more than ten enemy battalions, finally, with the support of the local population, linked up with the supporting units on the 29th.

The 43rd Corps organized a reinforced regiment from four battalions of the 127th Division — more than 3,700 men in all — which boarded 88 boats and set out from Boyu Harbor at 10:30 p.m. on March 31; the bulk of the landing force came ashore safely between 3:00 and 6:00 a.m. on April 1 at the planned location (the area around Beiwan Harbor), and, with the support of the units already on the island, routed the enemy’s coastal defense there. Two of its reinforced companies, however, mistakenly landed on the isolated Baishamen islet and fought a bitter, two-day-and-night battle against the enemy there, suffering heavy losses. A further four boats, having become separated, sailed on alone to the enemy shore; on discovering that the main force had not yet arrived, they immediately turned back, but were caught by enemy air and naval forces during the return voyage, suffering more than 170 casualties.



(2) The main force forces a crossing and storms ashore (April 2–18, 1950)

After the two waves of covert landings, the enemy was thrown into a state of alarm, and immediately halted its offensive against the Qiongya Column, concentrating instead on strengthening its frontal coastal defenses. The enemy concentrated its mobile forces around Jiaji and both sides of Haikou, while concentrating its naval and air forces to patrol the Qiongzhou Strait, guarding against a large-scale PLA crossing. By this time, PLA strength already on the island amounted to nearly a full division, greatly strengthening the force available to support the main landing; PLA campaign preparations were also essentially complete, and valuable experience in sea-crossing operations had been gained from the covert crossings already carried out; at the same time, favorable easterly winds could be expected around the Grain Rain solar term (April 21). The Army Group therefore decided on April 10 to organize the main strength of the two corps for a forced sea crossing and landing, with the following plan:


	Before April 13, the first echelon — six regiments from the 40th Corps and two regiments from the 43rd Corps — would take advantage of favorable winds and tides to set out. The landing sectors for the two corps would be divided at Mayao Harbor, with the 40th Corps landing to the west and the 43rd Corps to the east. After landing, units would swiftly seize and consolidate beachhead positions, destroying any enemy counterattack or reinforcement, to secure the landing of follow-on forces. The 40th Corps’s main strength would then encircle the headquarters of the enemy 64th Corps at Jiajai, and the 43rd Corps’s main strength would encircle the headquarters of the enemy 62nd Corps at Chengmai, in order to draw in enemy reinforcements and destroy them in the open.


	To provide effective support for the main landing, the Qiongya Column’s 1st Column, with its main strength coordinating with units of the 118th Division already ashore to support the landing of the western column, would use part of its force to press actively in the Changjiang-Changpo area to pin down and confuse the enemy; the 3rd Column’s main strength, coordinating with units of the 127th Division already ashore to support the landing of the eastern column, would use part of its force together with the Qiongya independent regiment to press actively in the Wenchang and southeast Haikou areas to pin down and confuse the enemy; the 5th Column’s main strength would advance into the Haitou area, tasked with blocking enemy reinforcement from the north and preventing the enemy from fleeing toward Yulin.


	The 43rd Corps’s main strength would form the second echelon and, once the first echelon had established its beachhead position, would lose no time in setting out, and upon landing would coordinate with the first echelon to annihilate the enemy garrison on the island. At the same time, the Army Group proposed that higher headquarters allocate one or two additional divisions from neighboring units as an overall reserve.




At 7:30 p.m. on April 16, the 40th and 43rd Corps, eight regiments totaling 25,000 men, boarded 380 sailing junks and 32 powered vessels and set out from the southern tip of the Leizhou Peninsula. After an entire night’s naval battle against enemy warships, they broke through the naval blockade.

Between 2:00 and 6:00 a.m. on the 17th, the PLA assault force stormed ashore along the sector from west of Haikou to Lingao Cape. Under the 40th Corps headquarters, two battalions of the 353rd Regiment, 118th Division, together with the 354th Regiment and three regiments of the 119th Division and the 258th Regiment of the 120th Division — six regiments in total — came ashore at Bopu Harbor and Lingao Cape, routing the resistance of two regiments of the enemy 64th Corps; that same evening they advanced to the line east and west of Lingao, linking up with the supporting units.

At dawn on the 19th, to press its advantage, the 118th Division encircled the 156th Division headquarters and the 466th Regiment of the enemy 64th Corps at Meitai City, and by noon had destroyed most of this force after fierce fighting. At the same time, the 119th Division rushed the headquarters of the enemy 64th Corps at Jiajai, but by the time it arrived at dawn, the enemy had already fled, and only a portion of the rear guard was destroyed. With this, PLA forces had shattered the defensive system of the enemy 64th Corps and gained control of the Lingao, Meitai, Jiajai, and Duowen areas.

The 43rd Corps forward command, leading the 382nd Regiment of the 128th Division, two battalions of the 382nd Regiment, and one battalion of the 384th Regiment — two regiments’ worth of troops in all — came ashore at Yubao Harbor and Leigong Island, and destroyed one regiment of the enemy 64th Corps in the Qiaotou area. That night they advanced to the line south of Huachang Harbor, linking up with Wensheng and Fucai villages, joining forces with the supporting 127th Division and elements of the Qiongya Column.

At dawn on the 18th, enemy reinforcements — two regiments of the 62nd Corps and two regiments of the provisional 13th Division — advanced on PLA forces from Fushan City, but were routed by the PLA 127th Division. Part of the 128th Division pressed its advantage and broke into Fushan City, destroying most of the enemy force there. That evening, the unit concentrated at Fushan and the area southeast of it, preparing to encircle and destroy the enemy’s 62nd Corps headquarters at Chengmai.



(3) Seizing key points and fighting the decisive battle (April 19–23, 1950)

After its reinforcements advancing north of Fushan were routed by PLA forces, the enemy still concentrated forces from Jiaji and Haikou to rush to the relief of Chengmai, hoping to catch the PLA off balance before it could consolidate its position and destroy it in the shallow depth of its beachhead. On the 19th, the main strength of the enemy 62nd Corps concentrated at Chengmai, while the 252nd Division and a training division of the 32nd Corps, along with remnants of the provisional 13th Division, reinforced Chengmai and Meiting from Jiaji and Haikou respectively. To destroy the enemy’s mobile strength and thereby facilitate the later capture of Haikou and the landing of follow-on forces, the 15th Army Group ordered the 40th Corps to encircle and destroy the enemy at Chengmai, while the 43rd Corps advanced to the Meiting and Bailian area to destroy any enemy reinforcement of Haikou and Ding’an. Both corps launched their attack toward the designated areas on the evening of the 19th.

At 7:00 a.m. on the 20th, three regiments plus one battalion of the 43rd Corps reached the Meiting area, encountering the 252nd Division of the enemy 32nd Corps, which was advancing north to relieve Jiaji, more than a regiment’s worth of troops. PLA forces immediately surrounded the enemy at Meiting City, at the same time occupying favorable high ground east and north of Meiting, forming a front facing outward. At this point, the enemy concentrated the main strength of the 62nd Corps, one regiment of the 32nd Corps’s 252nd Division, and two regiments of a training division, and, with air support, launched a fierce assault against the PLA positions from east and west, attempting to encircle the PLA force in turn. Fighting on two fronts under unfavorable conditions, the PLA 43rd Corps fought with tremendous courage and tenacity, and by 10:00 a.m. on the 21st, after fierce fighting, had destroyed one enemy regimental headquarters and five companies, and held its positions, blocking the enemy’s furious assaults.

At midnight on the 19th, the main strength of the PLA 40th Corps set out from the Jiaji-Meitai area, advancing rapidly on Chengmai. At 3:30 a.m. on the 21st, it occupied Chengmai and discovered that the enemy forces there had already set out to relieve Meiting on the 19th. The Army Group therefore resolved to take advantage of the enemy’s attempt to encircle the 43rd Corps by launching a “counter-encirclement,” striking from both inside and out to destroy the main enemy force and thereby quickly seize Haikou. Given the decisive character this engagement carried for the whole campaign, the Army Group ordered the 43rd Corps to overcome every difficulty, hold its ground resolutely, and pin the enemy down, while ordering the main strength of the 40th Corps to press on without pause, encircling and enveloping from the eastern and western flanks of Meiting to close the trap on the enemy together with the 43rd Corps. When the 358th Regiment, 120th Division, reached Beipai Mountain northeast of Chengmai, it encountered part of the enemy 252nd Division and destroyed it entirely. At 5:00 p.m. on the 21st, the main strength of the 40th Corps reached the area east and west of Meiting City, forming a complete encirclement of the enemy 62nd Corps together with the 43rd Corps. At this point, the enemy, seeing its situation deteriorate, began to waver. On the 22nd, the two PLA corps, acting in coordination, shattered the resistance of the enemy 62nd Corps, the 32nd Corps’s 252nd Division, and the training division in the Bailian area, destroying part of this force while completely annihilating the enemy forces encircled at Meiting. The two PLA corps then pressed their advantage, driving swiftly toward Haikou; by dawn on the 23rd, they had occupied Qiongshan, and by 8:00 a.m. that day had liberated the city of Haikou.

At 7:30 p.m. on the 23rd, the PLA second echelon, five regiments under the 43rd Corps forward command, set out from Santang Harbor on the Leizhou Peninsula, and landed successfully in the Tianwei-Houhai area between 1:00 and 4:00 a.m. on the 24th.



(4) Pursuing and annihilating the fleeing enemy, liberating the whole island (April 24 – May 1, 1950)

Once its plan for a decisive battle had been shattered by PLA forces, the enemy, seeing the situation as hopeless and fearing the complete annihilation of its army, issued a general order to retreat on the 22nd, withdrawing entirely toward southern Hainan. It ordered the 1st Route Army to withdraw to Wanning and Lehui, the 2nd Route Army to Lingshui, and the 3rd Route Army to Beili, Changjiang, and Ganen; the 4th Route Army concentrated at Yulin and Sanya. Xue Yue himself flew to Taiwan that same day, requesting that Chiang Kai-shek send naval vessels to Yulin by the 26th to evacuate the remaining forces.

Upon learning of this development, the PLA Army Group forward command immediately, at 4:00 p.m. on the 24th, issued orders to both corps to press the pursuit while the enemy was in retreat; apart from leaving the main strength of the 127th Division of the 43rd Corps to garrison Haikou, the remaining forces were to move rapidly in three columns — east, center, and west — to pursue and destroy the fleeing enemy.

The eastern column, the main strength of the 40th Corps and the 128th Division of the 43rd Corps, pursued the enemy via Wenchang, Jiaji, Lehui, Wanning, and Lingshui toward Yulin. At 7:00 p.m. on the 24th, the 357th Regiment, 119th Division, routed two regiments of the enemy 151st Division at Huangzhu City, destroying more than 800 of the enemy and capturing the deputy commander of the enemy 62nd Corps. On the 24th, the 128th Division, 43rd Corps, destroyed two enemy battalions north of Wenchang and accepted the surrender of the enemy 163rd Division’s 489th Regiment. At 6:00 p.m. on the 25th, the 355th Regiment, 119th Division, captured Jiaji and continued advancing south. At 7:00 p.m., the 128th Division reached Jiaji and linked up with the 119th Division. The force then reached Xincun Harbor via Wanning by the 29th, destroying part of the enemy 62nd Corps and training division there — more than 2,000 men in all. At 1:00 p.m. on the 26th, the 118th Division, using captured trucks, formed a reinforced battalion and caught up with the enemy at Longgun City, and by the time it reached Hele City had shattered the remnants of the enemy 252nd Division and part of the training division; in coordination with the 355th Regiment, it destroyed more than 3,000 remaining troops of the enemy 32nd and 62nd Corps at Wushi Harbor, damaging three enemy vessels, with part of the surviving enemy escaping by boat. At 4:00 p.m. on the 30th, the 128th and 119th Divisions liberated Yulin and Sanya, destroying more than 2,000 of the remaining enemy, with the surviving remnant escaping by boat.

The central column, the 129th Division of the 43rd Corps and one regiment of the 127th Division, set out from the Meiting area on the 25th, occupied Nada City on the 26th, occupied Baisha on the 27th, and at midnight on the 30th destroyed the headquarters and two battalions of the enemy 286th Regiment, 857th Division, east of Shisuo. On May 1, at Xiaoling, Shisuo, and Beili, it destroyed the entire 286th Division of the enemy 4th Corps, capturing more than 2,500 men, killing, wounding, or drowning more than 1,000, and sinking one enemy warship, with the surviving remnant escaping by boat.

The western column, a reinforced battalion of the 252nd Regiment, 118th Division, 40th Corps, took powered junks and pursued along the coast toward Beili and Shisuo, but because of heavy winds and waves affecting navigation, failed to catch the fleeing enemy.

On May 1, the whole of Hainan Island was liberated, and the campaign ended in victory.





III. Analysis

The Hainan Island landing campaign was, in essence, a large-scale landing operation carried out by a purely land-based force, using wooden sailing junks and a small number of powered vessels as the means of crossing. Although far less modernized than some of the celebrated sea-crossing landing operations of the Second World War, its successful experience remains of real value for our study of how a materially inferior force can defeat a materially superior enemy, and continues to offer valuable lessons for future large-scale sea-crossing landing operations.


(1) Making the most of one’s strengths while avoiding one’s weaknesses, and establishing a sound operational policy, was the precondition for a swift and decisive victory

In the Hainan campaign, after receiving their mission, PLA landing forces, on the basis of a comprehensive and accurate grasp of the Central Military Commission’s strategic decision to liberate Hainan Island as soon as possible, carried out careful analysis of the enemy situation, their own situation, and the natural geography of the operational area. They recognized both that the enemy possessed naval and air power and could rely on the strait as a natural barrier favorable to defense, and also analyzed the enemy’s weaknesses — an island-wide perimeter defense stretched thin, with long defensive lines and many gaps, an enemy command riddled with factional rivalries, and generally low morale. At the same time, they took into account the real difficulties facing PLA forces — that, owing to technical constraints, they could only cross by wooden sailing junk, that wind direction, tides, and currents had a major impact on the crossing, and that there was no reliable air cover — while also recognizing the favorable factors of a relatively short crossing distance, the possibility of covering it in a single night with a favorable wind, and the existence of the Qiongya Column already on the island to provide support. Firmly grasping the key issue of “the sea-crossing operation,” the Army Group Party Committee settled on the operational policy of “combining active covert crossings and landings in small batches with an eventual large-scale landing” — a policy well suited to the reality of a PLA crossing by wooden sailing junk, allowing PLA forces to avoid major engagements at sea against a technically superior enemy, making the most of their own strengths while exploiting the enemy’s weaknesses. In addition, this approach allowed for the effective use of the Qiongya Column’s supporting role, helping to shift the balance of forces on the island in the PLA’s favor, and thereby provided sound operational guidance for the campaign’s ultimate victory.



(2) Drawing on the lessons of the Battle of Kinmen and making thorough, targeted preparations in every area was an important guarantee of victory in the landing

In the Hainan campaign, PLA forces faced several difficulties: first, it was an entirely new type of operation, unlike any land campaign the PLA had fought before; second, compared with the enemy, PLA equipment and technology were clearly inferior; and third, the recent PLA defeat at Kinmen weighed psychologically on the troops preparing for this sea-crossing operation. To ensure victory, the Central Military Commission attached great importance to the campaign, and Mao Zedong sent multiple telegrams to the leadership of the Fourth Field Army, specifically stressing the need for meticulous planning to avoid repeating the failure at Kinmen: “The enemy on Hainan Island may be somewhat weaker in combat strength than the enemy at Kinmen, but he must still not be underestimated. Please instruct Deng [Hua] and Lai [Chuanzhu], and the 40th Corps to pay close attention, and I hope you will consult with Su Yu to gather the complete body of experience from the sea-crossing operation [at Kinmen], so as to avoid repeating that defeat.” Once the 15th Army Group received its mission for the sea-crossing operation, it took the guidance of the Central Military Commission to heart, conscientiously absorbed the lessons of the Kinmen operation, and, proceeding from the actual circumstances, made thorough preparations in every area before the battle.

Ideological preparation: At the time, the troops harbored three main concerns. First, some felt the assignment of missions was unfair: “We’re always the ones sent to spearhead the attack in the south, while the whole country gets to rest easy behind us after being liberated — it’s truly a hard lot.” Second, there was a lack of confidence about the sea-crossing operation itself. The bulk of the troops were northerners, unused to the sea, and many soldiers, upon seeing the roaring waves and the enemy’s aircraft and warships, felt real fear. Third, some cadres, regarding themselves as founders of the new state, had not properly balanced the tension between “enjoying peace” and “continuing the revolution,” believing that “now that the time has come to enjoy the fruits of victory, it isn’t worth risking one’s life.” Once unit leaders identified these problems, they made full use of the PLA’s strength in political and ideological work, carrying out political education to provide the underlying motivation for the sea-crossing landing operation. They adopted the approach of briefing cadres first, then soldiers, and Party members before the rank and file, conducting education on class consciousness, the overall situation, the mission, and unit honor, correcting officers’ and soldiers’ thinking and inspiring revolutionary heroism. Through sea training and the influence of the first successful covert crossings, they dispelled the troops’ fear of the sea and firmly established confidence that a sea crossing by wooden sailing junk could succeed. Troops throughout the force competed to be first to cross, vying to be recognized as assault heroes, and morale soared to unprecedented heights. This tenacious fighting spirit spurred the troops to overcome one difficulty after another, pressing forward fearlessly to secure victory, giving rise to extraordinary feats of arms in the campaign — landing craft rowed by hand for more than a hundred li, wooden sailing junks chasing down naval warships, a single company holding off the assault of two enemy divisions.

Crossing vessels: A landing campaign requires a large number of transport vessels; gathering enough boats is one of the most critical elements of campaign preparation. Given the conditions at the time, buying or building new boats was impossible, and requisitioning civilian vessels locally was the only viable path. But the civilian boats along the coast of the Leizhou Peninsula had mostly been seized or destroyed by the enemy as it retreated, making it extremely difficult to gather boats and mobilize boatmen. At first, boats were simply seized by force and boatmen forcibly detained; boats already docked in ports under PLA control were guarded, and boats passing along the coast were intercepted, causing boat owners to panic and flee, or to scuttle or abandon their boats to escape service, which only made the requisitioning effort more difficult still. Later, a boat-requisitioning committee was established, and, with the strong support of local government, ordinary boat owners were mobilized through a system of hire, gathering large numbers of boats and boatmen, with damaged vessels repaired and additional equipment installed. For boats belonging to landlords or bandits who refused to be mobilized through persuasion, armed seizure was used to compel their surrender. After more than two months of hard work, the two corps together requisitioned 2,129 vessels, essentially meeting the needs of the large-scale landing operation. At the same time, automobile and diesel engines were used to convert a number of vessels into powered craft, serving as command boats and escort vessels, which played a significant role in the crossing. There were, however, notable shortcomings in the use of civilian vessels — chiefly poor management and inadequate maintenance of requisitioned boats, and the fact that nearly every crossing wave of boats failed to return, adding to the difficulty of transporting follow-on forces. Because the campaign otherwise progressed smoothly and boat preparations were generally adequate, however, this did not have a major impact on the overall outcome.

Operational experience: Because the participating troops had absolutely no experience of operating at sea, in order to help them become familiar with the ocean as quickly as possible and master the basic skills of sea-crossing operations, a rigorous program of pre-battle training was organized. The methods and steps adopted were: “the boat as classroom, the sea as drill ground,” “training with real troops on real boats,” “day training before night training,” “nearby waters before distant waters,” and “single-boat training before multi-boat combined training” — with personnel specifically divided into boatmen and helmsmen training, infantry training, and cadre training. Boatmen and helmsmen training focused on cultivating soldiers capable of handling sailing junks and powered vessels, training them in the basic skills of navigation at sea; more than 6,000 sailors and powered-vessel operators were trained in all, and they played an important role in the crossing operation. Infantry training focused chiefly on preventing seasickness, using life-saving equipment, boarding and disembarking procedures and sequence, formation aboard ship, and shipboard marksmanship. Company and platoon cadres additionally studied single-boat command and liaison methods, single-boat navigation, engaging enemy warships, and storming ashore. In addition, multi-boat combined-formation navigation and beach-assault combat training were carried out at the company, battalion, and regimental level. Through this gradual, step-by-step program of maritime training, the troops’ navigational skills, their command capability and tactical and technical proficiency for the landing operation, and their overall confidence in the sea-crossing operation were all significantly strengthened.



(3) Accurately grasping the timing of the island landing and correctly choosing the landing site were the key to the successful execution of the sea-crossing landing operation

Making full use of, and holding onto, the initiative in choosing the landing sector according to actual conditions was an important factor in ensuring the success of the landing. Constrained by the available transport, the landing sector could only realistically be chosen from the limited range of options in the northern part of the island and along its northern flanks, in order to ensure that the landing convoy could reach shore within a single night’s crossing. The northern part of the island — particularly the sector directly facing the strait — was the enemy’s main defensive priority; to avoid this concentration of enemy defenses, the first wave of covert landings chose points on the weaker flanks at the northern tip of the island. Although this increased the length of the crossing by a factor of five, resistance upon landing was correspondingly weaker, making it easier to get ashore and establish a firm footing. When the enemy, believing PLA forces would concentrate their main landing effort on the two flanks of the northern tip, strengthened its defenses there accordingly, the second wave of covert landings instead chose to land at points of relatively weak defense between the various ports along the northern coast, achieving the goal of catching the enemy by surprise. Because there was no air or naval cover, in order to minimize interception by enemy air and naval forces, five of the six landing operations were timed to occur just before dawn or just before the fog lifted, which proved effective in concealing the movements of the landing force.

Because the crossing relied chiefly on unpowered wooden sailing junks, natural conditions such as wind, current, and tide had a considerable effect on the crossing and exerted no small influence on the conduct of the landing operation. During the campaign, there were two occasions when a convoy, having set out, was becalmed partway across and had to be rowed by hand the rest of the way; there were three occasions when the crossing was delayed because the wind direction was unfavorable for sailing, leading in one case to four boats, cut off from communication, crossing alone all the way to the enemy shore only to discover the main force had not yet arrived, and being attacked by enemy air and naval forces during their daylight return, suffering more than 170 casualties; and there were two further occasions when poor control of heading caused the landing force to miss its planned landing point, in one case preventing coordination with the supporting units already on the island, and in another leaving a small unit of troops stranded in a hopeless situation, unable to effectively block the enemy’s escape — all of these, to varying degrees, affected the conduct of the landing operation.



(4) Building on existing equipment, adapting tactics to actual circumstances, and making flexible use of tactical methods were important reasons the sea-crossing operation succeeded despite material inferiority

First, relying chiefly on sailing junks, using the monsoon winds to transport the landing force. A sea-crossing landing operation would ordinarily rely on purpose-built landing ships and craft for transport. But with the mainland only just liberated, it was difficult to gather purpose-built landing vessels. Proceeding from actual conditions, therefore, PLA forces requisitioned civilian boats and boatmen locally, making use of the favorable monsoon conditions around the Grain Rain solar term — when easterly and southeasterly winds predominate — and relying chiefly on sailing junks to transport the landing force across the strait; this was the inevitable choice given the conditions of the time.

Second, converting gunboats to escort the landing force during the crossing. Without command of the air and sea, a sea-crossing landing operation is an extremely dangerous undertaking. To break through the enemy’s naval blockade and ensure the landing force could cross safely, the landing force organized itself, according to the sailing characteristics of its junks, into appropriately sized groups, adopting a “wide and shallow” formation suited to night navigation and easy to escort, with divisions forming two lines and regiments forming one or two lines, keeping formation by battalion or regiment wherever possible. The first layer of escort consisted of gunboats (each boat carrying a reinforced squad, fitted with one 60mm mortar or a type 92 infantry gun, mountain gun, and rocket launchers and other weapons), positioned 1,000 meters or more to the flanks or ahead of the main convoy; when an enemy warship was encountered, three gunboats would form a group and actively converge on a single enemy vessel, concentrating fire to drive it away from the main convoy and cover the convoy’s rapid escape from the enemy attack. The second layer consisted of direct escort boats armed with heavier firepower, positioned on the outer boats of the convoy most exposed to enemy threat; when an enemy warship broke through the outer escort and closed on the main convoy, these firepower boats would open fire to block it, covering the main convoy’s continued advance. The third layer was the main convoy itself, with every boat prepared to resist an enemy warship; when encountering an enemy vessel, boats would not evade but would fight back while holding formation and continuing to advance. Actual combat proved that enemy warships feared not only the approach of PLA gunboats but also automatic-weapons fire, and enemy vessels were often unable to mount an effective attack on the main convoy because of the blocking action of PLA gunboats.

Third, “every boat fights on its own,” landing across a wide front at multiple points. Because sailing junks were heavily affected by wind and current during the crossing, and were also threatened by enemy air and naval forces, the landing convoy found it difficult to maintain a complete formation and tended to drift off course from its planned landing point, resulting in scattered landings. The landing force therefore adopted the tactic of “every boat fights on its own” — organizing personnel by boat into combat teams: “four groups to a boat” (organized into demolition, assault, fire-support, and work teams), “six groups to a boat,” or “eight groups to a boat” (command, boatmen, fire-support, assault, demolition, observation and signals, repair, and work teams), giving each boat a relatively independent combat capability. In this way, in the assault landing and the fighting ashore, even a boat that lost contact with its parent unit could continue to fight effectively on its own as an independent unit.

Amphibious landing operations demand transporting as many troops ashore as possible in the shortest possible time, quickly building up numerical superiority on the beachhead. Making use of the advantages of shallow-draft junks that could beach almost anywhere along the shore, the landing force adopted a tactic of single-line frontal assault combined with simultaneous multi-point landing by many boats acting together. This tactic left the defending enemy stretched thin trying to guard every point, unable to cope with the sheer number of separate landings. For example, the 3rd Assault Platoon (boat) of the 40th Corps’s third landing wave came ashore across a 12-kilometer frontage at multiple points, and with 32 assault platoons (boats) broke through the enemy’s first coastal defensive line in just 30 minutes, seizing a beachhead 2.5 kilometers deep within two to three hours.



(5) Poor deployment of forces and low morale were the main reasons for the enemy’s failure to defend against the landing

The enemy fielded 100,000 troops, with naval and air support, and yet failed to stop the PLA’s sea crossing and the liberation of Hainan Island — the reasons for this are many and varied. From a purely military standpoint: the enemy dispersed its forces, spreading them across 1,200 kilometers of coastline. Under the conditions prevailing at the time, the enemy lacked the capability to carry out an effective landing on the central-southern part of the island, and by leaving these sectors undefended, wasted manpower there while weakening the priority given to the island’s northern defenses. At the same time, by dividing its forces to “encircle and suppress” the Liangshan guerrilla force, the enemy created conditions favorable to PLA forces for concentrating strength, forming local superiority, and destroying the enemy piecemeal. Furthermore, the enemy’s naval and air strength was limited in numbers, and it lacked the capacity to concentrate this strength to intercept the large-scale landing convoy during its crossing. Moreover, enemy morale was low, its combat capability weak, its command riddled with factional rivalries and internal strife, and coordination and joint action extremely difficult — this was the most fundamental reason for its defeat.







Chapter 68: The U.S. Landing at Inchon

(September 15–28, 1950)

The Battle of Inchon was a strategic landing operation carried out by the “United Nations Forces,” led by the United States, in the Inchon area of Korea during the Korean War. The operation, codenamed “Chromite,” began on September 15, 1950 and ended on September 28 with the American capture of Seoul, lasting 14 days. The “United Nations Forces” committed about 70,000 troops, with 232 warships of various types and 318 aircraft of various types. The Korean People’s Army committed a total of about 30,000 troops over the course of the fighting. In this operation, American forces suffered 203 casualties, while the Korean People’s Army suffered 1,594 killed, wounded, and captured. The success of the Inchon landing turned the tide of the Korean War, allowing the American-led “United Nations Forces” to break decisively out of the passive position they had held throughout the war up to that point. This operation is highly regarded by the American military and is used as a classic case study in military academies and officer training.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

On June 25, 1950, full-scale civil war broke out between North and South Korea. The United States and fifteen other countries, under the banner of the “United Nations Forces,” directly entered the Korean War.

To repel the “United Nations Forces’” intervention, the Korean People’s Army launched four successive offensive campaigns, pressing the South Korean forces and the American-led “United Nations Forces” into the Daegu, Pusan, and Gyeongju area. Although the People’s Army fought with high morale and great courage, it paid an enormous price without ever managing to break through the enemy’s defensive ring along the Nakdong River. Having fought continuously, the People’s Army was showing clear signs of exhaustion, its manpower and supplies severely depleted, and the two sides settled into a stalemate.

After American forces intervened in Korea, owing to their hasty commitment and insufficient strength, their early operations suffered a series of setbacks. Under these circumstances, the commander of the U.S. Far East Command and Commander-in-Chief of the “United Nations Forces,” Douglas MacArthur, settled on a strategy of trading space for time, falling back step by step to stabilize the front and build up strength in preparation for a counteroffensive. By this point, American and South Korean forces in the Nakdong River area had concentrated 179,000 troops, reaching parity in strength with the main force of the People’s Army, while holding an overwhelming advantage in command of the air and sea, and an advantage in ground firepower and mobility as well. American forces therefore held firm along their defensive perimeter centered on Pusan while preparing to shift onto the counteroffensive.

Given the situation on the Korean peninsula and the position of American forces on the battlefield, MacArthur overrode the objections of many and, with the approval of President Truman, decided to land at the port of Inchon on the west-central coast of the Korean peninsula, cutting off the People’s Army’s rear supply lines, encircling and destroying its main force, and thereby turning the tide of the war and occupying the whole of Korea.

“United Nations Forces” objectives for the landing: to seize Inchon, cut the main transport and supply line by which the Korean People’s Army supplied its forces in the south and east of Korea from the north via Seoul, establish a transshipment and supply point for future offensive operations to the south, east, and north, and provide a solid base for future air operations against northern Korea. The “United Nations Forces” resolved: before landing at Inchon itself, to first carry out an assault landing with one battalion against the strategically important Wolmido Island commanding the approaches to Inchon harbor; then to land the 1st Marine Division, reinforced, at Inchon, seize and expand the beachhead, capture Kimpo Airfield and the area west of Seoul, and then push east to occupy Seoul.

Korean People’s Army objectives for the campaign: to swiftly reverse the unfavorable battlefield situation, secure the early liberation of Pusan, and bring the war to an end, the Korean People’s Army launched its Fifth Campaign beginning September 1, 1950. Its operational resolve was: to pin down the enemy defending the right bank of the Nakdong River from Hyeonpung to Waegwan, while using two main attacking forces to strike from the northwest and north, destroying enemy forces in the Daegu-Yeongcheon area. The Korean People’s Army failed to detect in time the “United Nations Forces’” plan to land at Inchon, leaving the defenses of the Inchon area extremely weak.

“United Nations Forces” deployment: The Inchon landing operation was planned by MacArthur, with the U.S. Far East Naval commander, Vice Admiral Arthur Struble, serving as overall operational commander. According to MacArthur’s Inchon landing order issued on August 23, 1950, X Corps was organized as the Joint Task Force for the Inchon landing operation. This Joint Task Force (commanded by Vice Admiral Struble) included: the U.S. Seventh Fleet (commanded by Vice Admiral Struble), X Corps (commanded by Major General Edward Almond, the U.S. Far East Command’s Chief of Staff), and units of the British and South Korean navies, each contingent commanded by an officer from its own country.

The Joint Task Force for the Inchon landing operation was organized as follows: one carrier task force (Task Force 77); one logistics support task force (Task Force 79); one attack task force (Task Force 90); one blockade and covering task force (Task Force 91); one army corps (X Corps); and one patrol and reconnaissance task force (Task Force 99).

Korean People’s Army deployment: Before the American landing, 90 percent of the People’s Army’s main strength was deployed along the Nakdong River front. The garrison force defending Inchon was made up of the Marine Independent 226th Regiment and part of the Border Guard 107th Regiment, totaling about 3,000 men. Over the course of the campaign, the Korean People’s Army committed a total of about 30,000 troops: about 400 men defending Wolmido, about 2,000 at Inchon itself, about 2,500 in the Kimpo Airfield area, about 13,000 in the Seoul and Yeongdeungpo area, with about 12,000 more committed as reinforcements later. The Korean People’s Army’s defense against a landing at the Inchon coast was weak, with only a small number of mines laid.




II. Course of the Battle

By the end of August 1950, the transport vessels of the “United Nations Forces” assembled at their designated ports according to a fixed schedule. The main strength of the 1st Marine Division boarded ship at Kobe, Japan, loading aboard 66 transport vessels and setting sail in succession from September 10 to 12, with its 5th Regimental Combat Team sailing from Pusan; the 7th Infantry Division boarded ship at Yokohama, Japan, setting sail on the 11th; the Seventh Fleet concentrated at Sasebo, completing final preparations, and arrived in the waters off Inchon before dawn on the 15th. The “United Nations Forces” divided the entire landing area into three sectors, codenamed “Green” (Wolmido), “Red” (north of Inchon harbor), and “Blue” (south of Inchon harbor). The landing date (D-Day) was set for the 15th.

The various fleets of the “United Nations Forces” first rendezvoused in the waters south of the Korean peninsula, then sailed around Jeju Strait, crossed the Yellow Sea, and headed toward the waters off Inchon. Sentries of the Korean People’s Army, upon spotting this movement, immediately reported it to headquarters, but by this time the main strength of the People’s Army was tied down along the Nakdong River, and it was difficult to redeploy troops to reinforce Inchon on short notice. The Inchon garrison numbered only two organized companies, about 400 men in all, who received the order: “Defend every liberated area to the last, and protect every inch of the motherland’s soil with your life’s blood.”


(1) The capture of Wolmido (morning of September 15)

From September 10 to 12, American aircraft dropped napalm bombs on Wolmido, destroying buildings there. On September 13, four cruisers and eight destroyers anchored in a semicircular formation in their respective positions one to two kilometers offshore. American forces divided the entire target area into six sub-sectors, with each destroyer responsible for bombarding one sub-sector, destroying coastal artillery and other defensive positions. At 11:00, American bombers took off from carriers and carried out continuous bombing of Wolmido, dropping a total of 95,000 pounds of napalm. At 13:00, the warships began an intense bombardment, lasting 90 minutes, pouring tens of thousands of shells onto Inchon harbor and Wolmido; the entire island and harbor were instantly transformed into a world of smoke and fire.

At 13:00 on September 14, American forces carried out a second round of preparatory bombardment, ending at 14:15, lasting 75 minutes, pouring 1,732 shells onto Wolmido. The naval gunfire was so intense that naval aviators overhead could not make out any target on the ground at all. “It was as if the whole island had been plowed from end to end,” and “every living thing on Wolmido was wiped out.” During both of these preparatory naval bombardments, spotter aircraft circled over the target area to correct the fall of fire.

At 2:30 a.m. on September 15, a gunfire support group of 19 vessels, having sailed in single column under cover of darkness according to plan into the Flying Fish Channel, headed toward Inchon. At 5:00, they entered the transfer area, and carrier aircraft carried out direct preparatory fire on Wolmido; at 5:40, naval gunfire began direct preparatory bombardment of the landing beach, clearing the last obstacles, and the first echelon began transferring to landing craft.

At 6:31, the first wave of assault craft stormed ashore on the “Green” sector on the northern part of Wolmido, coming ashore on the muddy beach; at 6:35, the second wave landed; by 7:30, the high ground in the center of the island had been captured. But the landing met stubborn resistance from the Korean People’s Army. The naval coastal artillery company defending Wolmido (with five 75mm coastal guns) and one coastal defense infantry company fought bravely, engaging American forces in fierce combat and damaging three American warships, but ultimately, given the overwhelming disparity in strength, American forces swiftly seized the initiative.

At 7:50, Wolmido was entirely in American hands. American forces built temporary causeways using pontoons to receive follow-on forces, providing a secure flank for the main landing force’s assault on Inchon itself.



(2) The landing at Inchon harbor (afternoon of September 15 – 16)

After the loss of Wolmido, the Korean People’s Army’s 22nd Regiment of the 18th Division, stationed at Seoul, rushed to reinforce Inchon. MacArthur ordered air and naval forces to strike targets within a 40-kilometer radius centered on Inchon, to prevent the Korean People’s Army from massing forces, while also blockading every road leading to Inchon, preventing the People’s Army from moving by day.

At 15:30 on September 15, American landing craft set out from their transport ships and completed the transfer to assault craft. At 16:00, a second wave of rocket-firing medium landing ships moved in, closing on the “Red” and “Blue” beaches at Inchon harbor where the main landing was about to take place, firing 6,000 rockets and laying smoke. At 17:33 (at high tide that afternoon), the 5th Marine Regiment and the 1st Marine Regiment landed on the “Red” and “Blue” beaches respectively.

“Red” Beach: “Red” Beach lay north of the harbor, only about 300 meters wide, with a seawall 4.6 meters high. The 5th Marine Regiment landing on “Red” Beach used its 1st and 2nd Battalions, landing simultaneously on the left flank in five waves; the first wave consisted of 22 landing craft and tracked amphibious transport vehicles. Because the stone breakwater at the wharf was higher than most of the assault troops had to climb up using ladders. The troops aboard three landing craft climbed directly ashore through gaps blasted open by naval gunfire. Some Marines had to use rope ladders and human chains to scale the seawall, which was more than a meter higher than the tank landing ships themselves.

After the second wave set out, because the lead craft failed to coordinate properly, and the smoke obscured visibility, most of the landing craft missed their intended landing point. By the time the third wave reached the beach, the mass of landing craft came under intense fire; the Korean People’s Army made use of steel-plated bunkers built into the wharf to block the American advance. By the time the fifth wave reached the beach, the fighting had grown even fiercer, and hand-to-hand combat broke out on the wharf. The Korean People’s Army made use of the high ground and a church to put up a determined, layered resistance, inflicting heavy losses on the American landing troops. The American 1st Battalion, 5th Marine Regiment, was forced to commit its reserve, and the fighting did not end until midnight on the 16th.

Once the 2nd Battalion, 5th Marine Regiment, came ashore, it first broke through the Korean People’s Army’s defensive position on the wharf, then pushed forward along the streets, meeting determined, desperate resistance every step of the way. Its left-flank company, just as it was about to launch its assault after landing, was mistakenly struck by friendly naval gunfire, causing 24 casualties and disrupting the original attack plan; further delayed by Korean People’s Army fire from ship docks, its advance was very slow. But the Korean People’s Army, outnumbered and isolated, was ultimately defeated, and the American 5th Marine Regiment captured “Red” Beach by around noon on the 16th.

“Blue” Beach: “Blue” Beach lay south of the harbor, about 700 meters wide. The 2nd and 3rd Battalions of the 1st Marine Regiment attacking “Blue” Beach advanced side by side, with five tracked amphibious transport vehicles and six waves of landing craft.

At 17:32, the first wave of the landing formation, assisted by lead craft, reached the landing point on schedule. The assault troops climbed a five-meter-high breakwater using ladders, while an engineer platoon rigged rope nets on the embankment to unload equipment and blasted open a route for climbing. At this point, thick smoke blanketed the wharf, a light rain was falling, and visibility was only 100 meters; the assault troops had to rely on 60-centimeter searchlights aboard the destroyers to illuminate the landing point and light the way for the troops coming ashore. One further wave mistakenly identified the salt flats to the north as the landing point and came ashore there, and had to turn back and re-embark.

The Korean People’s Army’s defending forces, supported by tanks, launched a counterattack against the American troops that had come ashore. The anti-tank weapons carried by the American landing troops were only 3.5-inch rocket launchers, and they were forced to urgently call in naval gunfire support. The fighting for control of the wharf between the two sides was extremely fierce, continuing until nightfall, when “Blue” Beach fell to American forces. With this, the American 1st Marine Division had captured its planned objective line as scheduled.

Having concentrated its landing forces from multiple directions, American strength grew substantially; under the cover of concentrated naval gunfire, the American 1st Marine Division, with tanks leading the way, launched a general offensive toward the city of Inchon.

On the night of September 15, the Korean People’s Army supreme command, recognizing that repelling the “United Nations Forces” at Inchon was no longer possible, decided to withdraw its remaining forces from the city before dawn the next day and reorganize its defensive line elsewhere.

At 7:30 a.m. on September 16, the American 5th and 1st Marine Regiments had essentially captured the city of Inchon, and the Korean People’s Army’s Inchon garrison had lost all capacity to resist. That morning, the American landing force repelled the Korean People’s Army’s first counterattack. By nightfall, the city of Inchon had fallen under the weight of the American assault. The U.S. Marine 1st Division had captured Inchon and established its beachhead.



(3) The capture of Seoul (September 18–28)

After taking Inchon, the American 5th and 1st Regiments advanced respectively toward Kimpo Airfield northeast of Inchon and Yeongdeungpo to the east, aiming to form a pincer around Seoul from north and south.

On the morning of the 18th, American forces captured Kimpo Airfield, securing an air base of critical importance for subsequent operations. Under air cover, American forces rapidly pushed their advance toward Seoul. The 1st Marine Regiment, advancing on Yeongdeungpo, met fierce resistance from Korean People’s Army artillery units, suffered considerable losses, and was further slowed by extensive minefields, not managing to clear Yeongdeungpo until September 22.

The American 5th Marine Regiment crossed the Han River from the Haengju area on the 20th, and by the 25th controlled the high ground northwest of Seoul. The second echelon of the 1st Marine Division, together with the 7th Marine Regiment, landed at Inchon on the 21st and advanced directly on Seoul from the north. The 1st Marine Regiment crossed the Han River from Yeongdeungpo on the 24th, attacking Seoul from the southwest.

On the 24th, the American 187th Airborne Regiment conducted an airborne drop at Kimpo to cover the advance of the American left flank. On the 25th, the South Korean 17th Regiment and the 32nd Regiment of the American 7th Infantry Division crossed the Han River south of Seoul and attacked toward the city. With this, American forces had formed a complete encirclement of Seoul, and the battle for the city began. That evening, American forces broke into Seoul; after three days and nights of fighting, the Korean People’s Army, hopelessly outmatched, was forced to abandon the fight. American forces occupied Seoul on the 28th.

To carry out its defense against the landing, Korean People’s Army supreme headquarters reinforced the defense with part of the 18th Division to try to block the expansion of the American beachhead, while another portion, together with the 105th Armored Division and the 87th Regiment of the 9th Division, defended Yeongdeungpo, and the 25th Brigade and the Independent 78th Regiment defended Seoul. But as these units moved to concentrate, they were repeatedly struck by American air and naval firepower, and could only move in scattered, dispersed fashion, unable to concentrate sufficient strength to mount effective resistance. Given the vast disparity in strength between the two sides, the Korean People’s Army was unable to halt the American advance.

During this period, American forces unloaded men and matériel at Inchon harbor around the clock. The American 7th Division also landed at Inchon without meeting any resistance. By the evening of the 18th, 26,000 “United Nations Forces” personnel, more than 4,500 vehicles, and nearly 15,000 tons of supplies had come ashore. The American-led “United Nations Forces” swiftly fanned out inland, cutting off the retreat of the Korean People’s Army units still fighting along the Nakdong River front.

With this, the Inchon landing operation that MacArthur had directed American forces to carry out under extremely difficult conditions had achieved complete success. In the entire Inchon landing operation, American forces suffered 203 casualties, while the Korean People’s Army suffered 1,594 killed, wounded, and captured.





III. Analysis

The success of the American strategic landing operation at Inchon reversed the unfavorable position American and South Korean forces had found themselves in over the course of the war, and completely transformed the situation and trajectory of the Korean War. As a landing operation that has become a classic case study among the militaries of the major Western powers, and has been recorded in the annals of military history, it offers many lessons of lasting value for landing operations to come.


(1) Boldly and correctly choosing the landing site was the key to the success of this strategic landing

Whether the landing site is correctly chosen is of decisive importance to the success or failure of a landing operation. The success of the American landing at Inchon owed, to a considerable degree, to MacArthur overriding the objections of many and selecting, from the full range of options available in the campaign, the site that was, at the time, the most favorable.

Strategically speaking, Inchon is a port on the west-central coast of Korea, only 40 kilometers from Seoul, at the “narrow waist” of the Korean peninsula, the narrowest point between its eastern and western coasts. If American forces could land here and press on to attack Seoul, it would be tantamount to severing the Korean peninsula at the waist, right behind the Korean People’s Army, trapping People’s Army forces along the Nakdong River in a pincer from front and rear, leaving them exposed to attack from behind across the fan-shaped battlefield extending from Busan.

But from an operational standpoint, an American landing at Inchon actually violated basic military common sense. Because of the enormous tidal range at Inchon harbor, it forms a 24-kilometer stretch of mudflat, making it “one of the worst possible ports in the world for a landing operation” — and it was precisely this fact that led the Korean People’s Army to neglect Inchon’s defenses.

In July 1950, when MacArthur first proposed his “risky” plan for a landing at Inchon, although the U.S. government and senior military leadership agreed with MacArthur’s operational concept of “landing behind enemy lines,” senior officers — including Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Omar Bradley, Army Chief of Staff J. Lawton Collins, and Chief of Naval Operations Forrest Sherman — strongly opposed choosing Inchon as the landing site.

On August 23, 1950, the U.S. Far East Command held another planning conference in Tokyo, where military leaders from Washington and MacArthur, together with commanders from the Far East Command, engaged in fierce debate over the landing plan. The navy raised detailed objections to a landing at Inchon, chiefly:

First, the seabed near Inchon consists of yellow silt deposited by the Yellow Sea over centuries, forming distinctive mudflats among the countless islands; at low tide, in some places the mud extends as much as 3.2 kilometers out from the shore. As a result, Inchon has no beach at all suitable for a landing; along the shore stands a 4.5-meter stone breakwater, a natural obstacle to amphibious vehicles. At the entrance to Inchon harbor stands Wolmido, an island 105 meters high, which would have to be captured or suppressed first before any landing at Inchon could proceed.

Second, Inchon harbor’s tidal range is the second-largest in the world, averaging 6.9 meters, and reaching as high as 10 meters at spring tide. To enter Inchon harbor at low tide requires passing through the Flying Fish Channel, a waterway about 90 kilometers long but only 1.8 to 2 kilometers wide and 10.8 meters deep, with currents reaching 7 knots — making it ideal for mining. If even a single ship struck a mine, this one and only channel would be completely blocked. As a result, ships could not pass through the channel at night, and the main assault landing could only take place at dusk. At low tide, a 5.4-kilometer-wide belt of mud forms between the shore and the water’s edge — “the mud is like soft chocolate fudge, but tastes altogether different” — and troops landing on such mudflats would become nothing more than sitting targets for the enemy. High tides suitable for the landing occurred on only three days in the entire autumn: September 15, October 11, and November 3. After October, the coastal waters and the Yellow Sea would be affected by strong seasonal winds, creating further difficulty for the crossing and the landing itself. This meant that concealing the timing of the landing would be extremely difficult.

Third, only September 15 offered a suitable tide for landing that month, leaving the force only 23 days to prepare. High tide on September 15 occurred at 6:59 and 19:19 (with sunset at 18:44). Because the main assault landing could only take place at dusk, there would be only two hours in which to land equipment and supplies ashore, making it essential to devise a special landing plan capable of getting sufficient troops and equipment ashore to withstand an enemy night counterattack. Any vessel not fully unloaded within those two hours would be stranded in the mud, within range of enemy fire from the shore.

Fourth, the Korean People’s Army was accelerating its minelaying efforts. If mines and magnetic mines were laid in combination in the narrow channel and harbor at Inchon, the U.S. Navy’s minesweeping capability might not be able to clear them in time.

Chief of Naval Operations Sherman concluded: “From the navy’s point of view, Inchon has every possible condition that makes a place unsuitable for a landing operation. If a landing here succeeds, the navy will have to rewrite its textbooks.”

MacArthur laid out his own view. He argued: landing in a place everyone believes a landing is impossible is, in my judgment, precisely the factor that guarantees surprise. I judge that 90 percent of the Korean People’s Army’s main strength is concentrated along the Nakdong River front. The Inchon-Seoul area is weakly defended, with an estimated garrison of only about 6,500 men, of whom only about 2,000 are actually at Inchon itself — an opening we can exploit. Inchon sits in the middle of Korea’s western coast; a sudden landing here can cut the enemy’s rear supply line and its escape route right at the waist, in coordination with the Eighth Army’s counterattack against the Korean People’s Army. Inchon is the gateway to Seoul, only 29 kilometers away; after landing, we can drive straight on Seoul, a move of enormous political impact that can rapidly reverse the decline in fortunes of both American and South Korean forces. No landing at Kunsan could pose such a fatal threat to the enemy’s main supply line — this is precisely the key reason for choosing Inchon. The Korean People’s Army will not expect a landing at Inchon; we will take Inchon by surprise. The American military leadership accepted MacArthur’s reasoning.

The less likely a landing seemed at a given site, the more likely a landing operation was to achieve the greatest possible success. It was precisely because American forces chose Inchon against all expectation that the course of the Korean War was fundamentally transformed.



(2) Effective deception measures ensured the surprise necessary for the success of the landing operation

The key to a landing operation is surprise. But the timing and intent of the American landing could hardly be called a secret — what remained secret was the location of the landing. To this end, the American government ordered every radio station and newspaper to carry deliberately misleading reports, loudly proclaiming that the “United Nations Forces” would counterattack at Pusan, in order to obscure public awareness of preparations for the Inchon landing.

American forces, in carrying out this landing operation, typically preceded it with large-scale air raids and bombardment against the target area. In this operation, American naval, air, and marine forces, near the three coastal ports on Korea’s east coast, deployed the battleship Missouri — famous for having hosted Japan’s formal surrender — whose massive naval guns fiercely bombarded targets at all three east-coast ports, virtually destroying every coastal gun position and defensive installation there. The carrier Triumph and the cruiser Helena also shelled the outskirts of Pyongyang and the Nampo area. At Inchon itself, only two days of preparatory naval gunfire preceded the landing, with no large-scale air raid carried out beforehand. The carrier group and embarked aircraft that took part in this operation struck the target only at the beginning and end of the preparatory fire, in order to secure safe passage for ships through the Flying Fish Channel.

In particular, near Kunsan port — the location where people most naturally expected a landing might occur — American aircraft widely dropped leaflets, announcing that American forces would land at Kunsan and urging local residents to evacuate the coast quickly. American air forces carried out intense bombing, closely resembling genuine pre-landing bombardment, against roads, railways, and other targets within a 50-kilometer radius of Kunsan port; British and American naval forces formed a joint strike force and also carried out combat reconnaissance along the Kunsan coast. Elite amphibious landing units conducted landing exercises on a deserted island not far from Kunsan port. On the eve of the assault on Inchon, the various units taking part in these landing exercises continually sent out a stream of fake radio messages designed to be intercepted by the Korean side. All of this succeeded in thoroughly deceiving the Korean People’s Army, which not only rushed elite forces to reinforce the Kunsan area, but also hastily transferred a division’s worth of troops from the north to Kunsan port as well. This entire series of diversionary actions was later confirmed to have effectively concealed the true intent of the Inchon landing.

It was precisely because American forces effectively concealed their landing intentions, leaving the Korean People’s Army unable to detect the true plan in time, that the surprise assault landing succeeded. Some American military commentators concluded after the war: “Had the Korean side managed to discover the plan to land at Inchon beforehand, this landing operation would have been very hard to carry out without courting potential disaster.”



(3) Meticulous pre-battle preparation and targeted training ensured the smooth execution of the landing operation

Before the landing operation, the U.S. Far East Air Force, in coordination with the tactical Fifth Air Force, carried out aerial photographic reconnaissance of the Inchon area; officers and men who had previously worked at Inchon were also recruited to gather intelligence on tides, docks, and unloading capacity. The American navy dispatched Navy Lieutenant Eugene Clark, along with a reconnaissance team, into the waters around Inchon harbor for two weeks of on-the-ground reconnaissance, gathering intelligence on Korean People’s Army movements, the terrain around Inchon, and the disposition of major forces there; they also captured fishing boats to gather intelligence, infiltrated Inchon and Seoul, and investigated Korean People’s Army troop dispositions, precisely determining the height of the coastal seawalls and the positions of People’s Army gun emplacements on Wolmido and at Inchon harbor, measuring the water depth and mud conditions in the harbor, and, in particular, ascertaining the state of the lighthouse on Wolmido, which would play an important role in guiding American ships through the Flying Fish Channel at night. To clarify the mine situation in the Flying Fish Channel and determine the defensive installations and troop deployments at Wolmido and Inchon docks, MacArthur brought in three aerial survey specialists from the United States, who repeatedly conducted aerial reconnaissance of Wolmido using carrier-based reconnaissance aircraft, providing a great deal of valuable intelligence in support of the surprise assault.

Before the battle, American landing forces underwent a full month of shore training, shipboard training, and a final full-scale rehearsal. Shore training progressed from individual training to unit training. Individual training covered boarding techniques, shipboard living procedures, sea rescue methods, transfer techniques, and beach-assault movements. Unit training was organized primarily at the battalion level, covering daily shipboard routines, movement from ship to shore, and the tactics and techniques for carrying out a landing operation. Shipboard training followed shore training, first at the company and battalion level, then at the division level. Training covered the fleet’s approach to the assembly area at sea, the disembarkation procedures for the landing troops, the formation of landing-craft waves, and the assembly, movement, and landing of craft in the rendezvous area. Each landing battalion conducted this training three times, once at night. The final full rehearsal covered the assembly of landing troops in designated areas, boarding according to plan, the sea crossing to the landing area, preparatory fire support from air and naval forces, transfer to landing craft, formation of waves, the assault on the beach, and the consolidation of the beachhead.

American forces gave careful study to every stage of the landing operation and every problem that might arise, and prepared multiple contingency measures for each. For example, on how to deal with mines the Korean People’s Army had laid in the Flying Fish Channel, American forces not only assigned large numbers of minesweepers to the landing assault formation, but also, based on the tidal patterns at Inchon harbor, chose to approach the channel at low tide, when the mines would be exposed on the mudflats, and destroyed them with naval gunfire. What looked like a stroke of chance was, in fact, the result of thorough advance reconnaissance and careful planning, which is why it succeeded so completely.

To overcome the breakwater at Inchon harbor, American forces specially equipped their assault units with lightweight aluminum-alloy ladders, and equipped landing craft with grappling hooks and ropes for securing them in place, while also devising a detailed plan for rolling barrage support and smoke-screen cover, enabling the assault units to get ashore successfully. This demonstrates that, although preparation time for the Inchon landing was extremely tight, American forces, thanks to their extensive experience in landing operations, were nonetheless able to give careful, repeated consideration to every detail, thereby minimizing, to the greatest extent possible, the difficulties inherent in the landing operation.







Chapter 69: The Nationalist Landing Operation on Dongshan Island

(July 16–17, 1953)

The Nationalist landing operation on Dongshan Island was an island assault that Chiang Kai-shek launched against Dongshan Island, on the border between Fujian and Guangdong provinces, in order to establish a “bridgehead” for his planned “counterattack on the mainland.” It was also the largest-scale military offensive the Nationalist forces mounted after their defeat and retreat from the mainland. The operation began at 4:30 a.m. on July 16, 1953 and ended at 6:30 p.m. on the 17th, lasting 38 hours in all. Nationalist forces committed more than 13,000 troops, 33 vessels, and 105 aircraft of various types. PLA forces committed a total of about 7,000 troops over the course of the fighting. The PLA, at a cost of 1,324 casualties, destroyed more than 3,000 Nationalist troops, destroyed two tanks, sank three landing craft, and shot down two aircraft. The failure of the Nationalist landing operation on Dongshan Island meant that the Nationalists never again dared attempt a medium- or large-scale landing raid against the mainland.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

On June 25, 1950, the Korean War broke out. While organizing the so-called “United Nations Forces” to intervene militarily in Korea, the United States also decided to resume economic and military aid to the Chiang Kai-shek regime, and dispatched the U.S. Seventh Fleet to the Taiwan Strait, intending to use force to prevent the PLA from liberating Taiwan. In light of this situation, Chiang Kai-shek judged that a golden opportunity for a counterattack on the mainland had arrived, and put forward the goal of “one year of preparation, two years of counterattack, three years of mopping-up, and five years of success.” Accordingly, Nationalist forces continually sent aircraft to carry out low-altitude reconnaissance and bombing raids against mainland coastal areas, set up a dedicated “Rear-Area Operations Command” at Kinmen, and intensified harassment activity along the Fujian coast, adopting the so-called tactic of “using superior force against the weak, seeking a swift and decisive outcome” — concentrating forces several to dozens of times the size of PLA garrisons to raid the lightly defended coastal salients and islands under PLA control, in order to tie down PLA strength committed to the war to resist U.S. aggression and aid Korea, and to expand the influence of so-called “behind-enemy-lines” armed struggle.

On February 2, 1953, U.S. President Eisenhower, in his message to Congress, declared that he would “de-neutralize” Taiwan and “no longer restrict actions by the armed forces of the Republic of China against the mainland.” At this time, the Korean War had entered a phase of fighting-while-negotiating at Panmunjom, and the United States hoped that the Chiang Kai-shek regime would take more substantial action against the mainland coast, in order to create military pressure and tension that would support the Panmunjom truce talks. For its part, the Nationalist side sought to seize this favorable opportunity to carry out its long-prepared plan for a “counterattack on the mainland.”

Dongshan Island lies at the border between Fujian and Guangdong provinces, covering an area of 165 square kilometers, with a population of about 83,000. The island is separated from the mainland to the north only by the 500-meter-wide Bachimen Strait, forming a key maritime artery linking Fujian and Guangdong, and a maritime bulwark for southern Fujian. If the enemy were to occupy this island, it could push into the Boping mountain area of the mainland and establish a base for a counterattack; and if the landing failed, the force could withdraw by sea. The Nationalist authorities therefore chose Dongshan Island as the first target of their planned “counterattack on the mainland,” and began drawing up a landing plan in February and March of 1953.

Nationalist operational plan: Taiwan’s “Ministry of National Defense” decided to commit one reinforced division from the Kinmen Defense Command, supported by part of its airborne forces, to carry out an island assault against Dongshan Island, employing the tactic of “using superior force against the weak, seeking a swift and decisive outcome” to annihilate the PLA garrison in one stroke and occupy the island, establishing a “bridgehead” for the planned “counterattack on the mainland,” and thereby tying down PLA deployments in the war to resist U.S. aggression and aid Korea, supporting the American war effort in Korea, and expanding Nationalist influence.

PLA defensive plan: Dongshan Island was fairly large in area and occupied a prominent position, but PLA garrison strength on the island was relatively small. The island’s fortifications were simple, and it lay fairly close to the mainland, making reinforcement easy. PLA forces therefore decided to adopt a policy of “mobile defense” for Dongshan Island: if the enemy raided with a small force, it would be destroyed on the spot; but if the enemy attacked with a superior force (one division or more), PLA forces would fall back to hold key points, await the arrival of reinforcements, and then counterattack to destroy the enemy.

Nationalist force deployment: On July 7, 1953, Nationalist forces established a “Joint Task Force Command” at Kinmen, with the Kinmen Defense Command’s Commander-in-Chief, Hu Lian, as overall commander, assisted by an American advisory group. Under this command were the Army’s 45th Division, the 53rd Regiment of the 18th Division, the 1st and 2nd Amphibious Assault Detachments, the 8th Company of the South China Sea Column, the 3rd Marine Detachment and Tank Detachment, and an 480-man airborne support detachment organized at Taiwan on June 1, equipped with 13 vessels and 105 aircraft of various types.

PLA force deployment: At the beginning of 1953, based on the recent activity of Nationalist forces, PLA commanders judged that the enemy might attempt a landing against PLA-held coastal islands. The Fujian Military District resolved to hold firmly the islands of Pingtan, Nanri, and Dadeng, south of the Min River and north of Jiuzhen, building strong fortifications and stationing garrison troops on these islands.

Table: Forces committed by both sides








	PLA Forces
	Nationalist Forces





	East China Military Region, Fujian Military District:
	45th Division: divisional headquarters, 1st Battalion of the 132nd Regiment, the 134th Regiment, and the 135th Regiment



	Public Security 13th Division’s 80th Regiment: regimental headquarters, 1st and 2nd Battalions (less the 4th Company), commanding the Dongshan Public Security company, the Salt Police company, and the 8th Naval Company of the 253rd Regiment (12 powered vessels)
	18th Division’s 53rd Regiment



	272nd Regiment, 31st Corps
	75th Division: recoilless-gun company, transport company



	82nd Division and the Corps’ pack-artillery regiment, 28th Corps
	Marine Corps: one company (21 amphibious tanks)



	Fujian Military District Anti-Aircraft Artillery Battalion
	Fujian Provincial “Anti-Communist National Salvation Army”: 1st and 2nd Assault Detachments, 8th Company of the South China Sea Column



	Central-South Military Region, Guangdong Military District:
	Airborne Support Detachment: directly subordinate, 1st and 2nd Companies (about 400 men in all)



	122nd Division, 41st Corps
	Vessels: 6 large landing ships, 3 medium landing ships, 4 destroyers, and more than 20 gunboats and landing craft



	Note: Forces actually committed to the island fighting were only the Public Security 80th Regiment, the 272nd Regiment of the 31st Corps, the 244th Regiment of the 28th Corps, and the 365th Regiment of the 41st Corps (reinforced by one battalion).
	Aircraft: 105 in all, of which 89 were fighters and 16 were transport aircraft





The garrison force on Dongshan Island consisted of two battalions and three regimental-level companies, plus one naval company, of the Public Security 13th Division’s 80th Regiment — about 1,500 men in all. The regimental commander, You Meiyao, based on the actual disparity in strength between his own force and the enemy, deployed as follows: the 1st Battalion defended the 83.3 and 188.5 elevation points; the 2nd Battalion defended the 162.1 elevation point; the naval company held the Bachimen ferry crossing; and the county Public Security and Salt Police companies stood ready in the county seat. Once the enemy had suffered a certain degree of losses, the plan was to draw back the force and shift to a defense of the main position.

In order to ensure the success of the surprise landing, Nationalist forces made extensive preparations from the beginning of 1953 right up until the invasion of Dongshan Island. Before the operation, the Nationalist landing force assembled at Kinmen and conducted repeated rehearsals of boarding and disembarking, night landings, assault, and withdrawal, along with sand-table exercises. The airborne support detachment, following the operational plan, selected a site on Taiwan itself resembling the terrain of Dongshan Island and conducted repeated airborne drills there. One week before the operation, Nationalist forces also organized a full-scale tri-service coordinated landing rehearsal to test their state of readiness. On the eve of the landing, the main activity of Nationalist ships and aircraft suddenly shifted from Fujian toward the Zhejiang coast, in order to divert PLA attention; at the same time, Dongshan Island was given the deceptive codename “Diamond Island,” and a number of place names were changed as well, with these new names used in communications and in pre-battle exercises to confuse PLA forces. Strict secrecy was maintained regarding the operational plan, and the objective and mission were not announced to the troops until just before departure.




II. Course of the Battle

On the morning of July 15, 1953, Nationalist landing forces began loading. At about 3:00 p.m. that day, seven landing ships (four tank landing ships and three medium landing ships) carrying the landing force, escorted by four combat vessels, set out from Liaoluo Bay and Shuitou on Kinmen. At 7:00 p.m., they reached a rendezvous point about 10 kilometers off the coast of Kinmen and assembled into a two-column formation (landing ships on the left, escort vessels on the right, with a distance of about 1,000 meters between ships and about 5,000 meters between the two columns). At 8:20 p.m., the ships doused their lights and sailed covertly toward Dongshan Island. At around 4:30 a.m. on July 16, they approached the waters off Dongshan Island, and the landing force immediately transferred to small assault boats. As dawn broke, more than 20 aircraft appeared over the northern part of Dongshan Island, and about 480 men of two Nationalist airborne companies began their airborne drop, opening the Battle of Dongshan Island.

As the Nationalist force sailed from Kinmen, the picture on the ground gradually became clear to PLA forces. At 9:00 p.m. on the 15th, the 31st Corps telephoned the Public Security 80th Regiment: “Concentrate your main strength, control key points, and prepare for battle.” Soon after, the Fujian Military District sent a follow-up telegram: “The enemy is certainly coming to attack Dongshan; the 80th Regiment should immediately cover the safe evacuation of local government personnel, leaving a small force on the island to block the enemy while confirming the enemy’s landing situation, with the main force withdrawing to Bachimen to await the return of the boats before counterattacking.” Upon receiving this order, the 80th Regiment immediately convened a war council, relayed the order from above, studied and analyzed the situation, and decided to complete all combat preparations before 4:30 a.m. on the 16th while notifying the local government to evacuate the island. In the course of these preparations, however, the regiment discovered that Nationalist forces had already begun landing and carrying out the airborne drop, making evacuation from the island no longer possible; the regiment therefore immediately ordered every battalion into position to resist the landing, resolving to hold firm and await reinforcement. At the same time, the Fujian Military District designated the commander of the 31st Corps, Zhou Zhijian, as forward commander, with overall responsibility for directing the defense of Dongshan Island, establishing his command post at Chen Daocun in Yunxiao County. The 272nd Regiment, stationed at Zhangpu, also concentrated at Jiuzhen, preparing to support the defense of Dongshan Island.


(1) Flank and rear airborne assault, closing the pincer from front and back (4:47 a.m. – 1:00 p.m., July 16, 1953)

On July 13, the Nationalist airborne support detachment was airlifted from Longtan, Taiwan, to Xinzhu Airfield, the staging point for the operation. On the 14th, the unit was resupplied with weapons and equipment, issued dry rations, and underwent a security check. On July 15, the operational order was issued and final mobilization carried out. At 3:30 a.m. on July 16, the detachment boarded 18 C-46 transport aircraft (two of which turned back to Taiwan because of mechanical trouble) and, escorted by eight fighters, took off from Xinzhu, reaching the northern part of Dongshan Island — the Houlin and Zhangjia area — at 4:47 a.m. and beginning the airborne drop. Because the drop came under anti-aircraft fire from the PLA naval company stationed at Houlin, the aircraft formation was thrown into disorder, and troops jumped in a scattered, disorganized fashion. The drop altitude, which had been 240 meters for the first wave, gradually rose to between 800 and 1,000 meters. The entire detachment ended up scattered across a narrow strip of land about 4,000 meters long; some troops fell into the sea, and two sub-units went missing entirely after landing. After landing, the troops used radios, torches, flags, colored smoke flares, and whistles to reestablish contact. From the start of the drop to the completion of assembly took a full hour.

After landing, the majority of the Nationalist paratroopers, without waiting to fully assemble, rushed hastily into battle, seizing the high ground southwest and southeast of Houlin and launching an attack toward Houlin itself, attempting to gain control of the Bachimen ferry crossing and cut off the link between the PLA garrison and the mainland; part of the force also pushed south, coordinating with the seaborne landing force to squeeze the island’s defenders in a pincer. The PLA naval company held firm at the ferry crossing and its wharf, repelling two assaults by the paratroopers, and, with the support of local militia, cleared out enemy troops who had come down within the village, securing the crossing. At around 9:00, the advance elements of the PLA’s 272nd Regiment reinforcements crossed the strait and came ashore; at 10:30, they launched a counterattack against the Nationalist airborne detachment, and by 13:00, apart from more than 80 men who managed to escape, the entire detachment had been destroyed.



(2) Frontal beach assault, seizing key points (4:45 a.m., July 16 – 5:00 a.m., July 17, 1953)

At 4:45 a.m. on July 16, the Nationalist landing force stormed ashore along three routes. Two of these landed on the north and south sides of Sufengjian, in the southeastern part of Dongshan Island, forming the left and right flanks. The right flank (the main force) consisted of the Marine 3rd Detachment and Tank Detachment, the Army’s 45th Division, the 53rd Regiment of the 18th Division, and units directly under the 19th Corps; the left flank consisted of the 1st and 2nd Amphibious Assault Detachments. The third route was planned to land at Xincuo on the western side of Dongshan Island, with the landing force drawn from the South China Sea Company.

Right-flank assault direction: The Marine 3rd Detachment’s amphibious armored vehicles were the first to land, on the northern side of Sufengjian at the Hu’wei sector, seizing the beachhead position. Next, the 3rd Battalion of the 135th Regiment, 45th Division, came ashore and occupied Sufengjian and Qinying Heights. The 135th Regiment (less its 3rd Battalion) landed at Hu’wei at 5:20 and pushed toward the Dongshan county town via Dongshen. Its main force, the 134th Regiment, supported by amphibious tanks, advanced first toward Zhangtang, but was blocked by the 1st Platoon, 6th Company, of the PLA Public Security 80th Regiment, and was forced to fall back to Dongchen. After regrouping, it launched a fresh attack on Zhangtang at 7:00, but was repulsed multiple times, suffering heavy casualties, and was again forced to retreat to Dongchen. At around 9:00, the enemy, with artillery support, launched another assault, forming an encirclement around Zhangtang; PLA forward units were then withdrawn to the main position. At this point, the entire 45th Division had come ashore and advanced along Huwei, Nanshan, and Xigang toward the 162.1 elevation point.

Left-flank assault direction: At 4:50 a.m. on July 16, the 1st and 2nd Amphibious Assault Detachments landed southwest of Qinying. After coming ashore, the main force pushed straight toward Shitan, while another portion advanced toward Qinying and the port area. The PLA reconnaissance squad at Sufengjian, on discovering the enemy landing, immediately withdrew to the regimental command post. The 1st Platoon, 1st Company, of the Public Security 80th Regiment, stationed at Qinying, found its route of retreat cut off; during the withdrawal, it suffered heavy casualties. The company’s rear-echelon leadership led one platoon in a fighting withdrawal covering the front of Guanlu village but lost the chance to withdraw in time, and, making a last stand in a small temple, fought stubbornly until the entire platoon was killed. After the platoon at Guanqian Village discovered that its route of retreat had been cut off by the enemy, it immediately used bamboo rafts to make a safe crossing from the sea back to the main position. The county Public Security company failed to withdraw in time and suffered casualties amounting to half its strength.

South China Sea Company direction: The South China Sea Company had originally planned to land at Xincuo on the western side of Dongshan Island, but after coming under fire from PLA machine guns and artillery, it turned instead toward the waters off Gongqian. By around 4:00 p.m., it began landing at Gongqian and then advanced toward the port.

At 8:00 a.m. on July 16, the PLA General Staff’s Operations Department telephoned to inquire about the situation on Dongshan Island and approved the 31st Corps’s decision to counterattack.

By around 10:00 a.m. on July 16, Nationalist landing troops, under cover of tanks and aircraft, advanced to the West Harbor, Xiahu, and Shitan second line of positions, also gaining control of the high ground fronting the PLA positions northeast of West Harbor, and launched a fierce assault on the 162.1, 83.3, and 188.5 elevation points, attempting to destroy the PLA garrison in coordination with the paratroopers before PLA reinforcements could arrive.

On the front facing the 83.3 elevation point, the main force of the Nationalist assault detachment, under cover of artillery fire, attacked the position held by the 3rd Company, Public Security 80th Regiment, at Shitan; after fierce fighting, Shitan fell, and PLA forces withdrew toward the 188.5 elevation point. The Nationalist 2nd Assault Detachment, based at Shitan, attacked the 83.3 elevation point; the PLA Public Security 80th Regiment’s 2nd Company used light weapons and grenades to repel more than ten Nationalist assaults, holding its position. On the front facing the 162.1 elevation point, the Nationalist main force, under artillery cover, launched several charges against PLA positions beginning at 10:00, all of which were repelled.

At noon on July 16, the Fujian Military District, following orders from the Central Military Commission and the East China Military Region, swiftly directed the 122nd Division of the 41st Corps, the 82nd Division of the 28th Corps, and the pack-artillery regiment, the Fujian Military District’s Anti-Aircraft Artillery Battalion, and other mobile units to reinforce Dongshan Island, placing them all under the unified command of the 31st Corps commander. Based on the balance of forces between the enemy and PLA mobile units, the leadership of the Fujian Military District resolved to commit the main strength — five regiments — to the island, launching a counterattack at dusk on July 17, with three regiments held in reserve in the Chen Dao area; the leadership further designated the 28th Corps’s chief of staff, Chen Jingsan, to exercise unified command over the fighting on the island.

At 12:30 p.m. on July 16, the PLA 272nd Regiment came ashore in full strength on Dongshan Island, and, together with the Public Security 80th Regiment, restored control over the 188.5 elevation point’s main position.

On the evening of July 16, Nationalist forces used the 135th Regiment, which was attacking the Dongshan county town, together with a reserve battalion (from the 53rd Regiment, 18th Division), to support the 134th Regiment in attacking the PLA’s third-line position at the 162.1 elevation point. The assault detachments attacking the 83.3 and 188.5 elevation points likewise employed a variety of methods, mounting continuous assaults in an attempt to break through the PLA’s main position before dawn on July 17. The PLA’s 272nd Regiment, together with the Public Security 80th Regiment, put up a determined resistance, repelling repeated enemy assaults in succession and holding their positions, creating favorable conditions for the coming counterattack.



(3) Failure to seize their objectives and a retreat under counterattack (5:00 a.m. – 6:30 p.m., July 17, 1953)

On the morning of July 17, the PLA’s 365th Regiment, 122nd Division, and the 244th Regiment, 82nd Division, continued landing reinforcements and were committed to the fighting. From 5:00 a.m., the PLA’s 365th Regiment launched a counterattack against the enemy southwest of the 188.5 elevation point, making good progress. But the several counterattacks launched by the PLA’s 272nd Regiment and the 82nd Division’s 244th Regiment against the enemy’s second-line positions fronting the 162.1 elevation point all failed.

On the morning of July 17, heavy fog blanketed the island. At this point, Nationalist forces discovered that the bulk of the PLA reinforcements had already come ashore, and accordingly decided to withdraw, deploying the 135th Regiment (less the 3rd Battalion) to hold the line from Dongchen and Nanpu to Hu’wei, covering the beach withdrawal, while the regiment’s 3rd Battalion held the line from Shanqian to Wulong as an outer covering force. Once the Fujian Military District detected signs that Nationalist forces were preparing to withdraw, it immediately resolved not to wait for its main force to fully arrive before launching the counterattack. At 10:30, PLA forces launched a general counterattack all along the line: the PLA’s 122nd Division’s 365th Regiment drove straight for Qinying via Xipu; the 272nd Regiment advanced in two columns from the 162.1 elevation point toward the high ground north of Qinying and Houlin; and the 82nd Division’s 244th Regiment pushed toward Houlin.

At around 6:00 p.m. on July 17, the various PLA units converged in a coordinated assault on the Houlin and Qinying area, destroying part of the enemy force, while the surviving remnants re-embarked and fled. By 6:30 p.m., the fighting had ended.





III. Analysis

The Nationalist landing operation on Dongshan Island was organized and carried out while the Nationalist side held command of the air and sea, yet it ultimately ended in failure. Whether in the study of the landing and anti-landing fighting, or the airborne and anti-airborne fighting, the experience and lessons drawn by both sides offer important insights for guiding future operations on near-shore islands.


(1) The Nationalists’ meticulous and thorough operational planning was the basis for seizing the battlefield initiative in the early stage of the operation

The Nationalists’ thorough pre-battle preparations played an important role in enabling their smooth landing. Before the battle, Nationalist forces carried out prolonged reconnaissance of Dongshan Island, gaining relatively clear knowledge of PLA force deployment and fortification construction. Their participating units conducted landing exercises and joint air-sea training as early as May. The airborne unit even carried out sand-table exercises and rehearsal drills using Dongshan Island itself as the objective. Having surveyed the old battlefield on Dongshan Island myself, I judge that the Nationalist selection of the landing site, the objectives and routes for the main assault force, and the choice of withdrawal beach and surrounding key points were all carefully considered and thoroughly organized — worthy of acknowledgment. The organization of the withdrawal, for instance, was something the Nationalists specifically rehearsed beforehand. When Nationalist forces discovered that the bulk of PLA reinforcements had already come ashore, and found themselves unable to win yet also unable to break through, they promptly decided to withdraw. During the withdrawal, the enemy formed two defensive lines at key points and in critical directions around the embarkation point, to secure the safety of the beach. At the same time, naval gunfire was used to fiercely block the PLA counterattack force. As a result, apart from a small portion that was destroyed, the bulk of the Nationalist landing force was able to withdraw safely by sea.

By contrast, PLA preparations for the defense of Dongshan Island were inadequate, and operational contingency plans were incomplete. Apart from the 272nd Regiment, none of the other mobile units had any plan or preparation in place for reinforcing Dongshan Island. As a result, once the enemy’s intent to land on Dongshan Island had been identified, although the Fujian Military District resolved to use its operational mobile forces to rapidly reinforce the island, and designated a commander for the fighting on the island, because the preparations were made on short notice, with many separate units having to move long distances, congestion on the roads and disorder at the ferry crossings occurred at many points, considerably affecting the speed of the reinforcement and leaving PLA forces in a passive position in the early stage of the fighting.



(2) Timely PLA awareness of the latest developments was the basis for correct decision-making and command

On the eve of their assault, Nationalist forces blew up the Jiulong River Bridge — the only route from Quanzhou to Dongshan Island — and, on this basis, calculated that PLA main forces reinforcing Dongshan from Quanzhou would need at least three days to arrive, and decided to take advantage of this overwhelming force superiority to destroy the island garrison. Although Nationalist forces did send aircraft at noon on the day before the assault on Dongshan to reconnoiter whether the Jiulong River Bridge had been repaired, and learned that it had not yet been fixed, the bridge was in fact repaired that very evening. Once the fighting began, PLA reinforcement vehicles moved freely and without obstruction, and the Jiulong River Bridge played a major role. But for the Nationalist side, this led to a mistaken judgment, since they never anticipated that PLA reinforcements would arrive so quickly — and it was this miscalculation that cost them dearly.

The original PLA plan for the defense of Dongshan Island called for the Public Security 80th Regiment, apart from leaving one company to carry out mobile defense duties, to have all other personnel evacuate the island before dawn. But before the regiment could complete its evacuation, the enemy had already landed on the frontal approaches to Dongshan Island, while simultaneously carrying out an airborne drop in the Houlin area to the rear, cutting off the island’s connection with the mainland. Caught in a pincer between an overwhelmingly superior enemy attacking from front and rear at once, any attempt to evacuate the island would have resulted in extremely heavy casualties. And had the island fallen into enemy hands, reorganizing a counterattack to retake it would also have come at great cost. Based on this analysis, the commander of the Public Security 80th Regiment, You Meiyao, resolutely decided to hold firm and await reinforcement, and this decision was approved by the leadership of the 31st Corps. The Fujian Military District leadership then ordered the regiment’s reserve force to rapidly reinforce Dongshan and destroy the invading enemy. This demonstrates that, in the fast-changing circumstances of island offensive and defensive operations, beyond having a proper operational contingency plan in place, frontline commanders must also be prepared to adjust their original decisions and plans promptly in response to the latest developments, in order to secure victory in battle.



(3) Flexible and rapid tactical action was the key to the PLA’s successful defense against the landing

The Public Security 80th Regiment faced an enemy roughly ten times its own strength, putting it in a position of absolute inferiority. As the postwar assessment showed, the tactical actions of the Public Security 80th Regiment — abandoning the beach, drawing back its forces, and holding firmly to key points — were the decisive moves of the Battle of Dongshan Island, creating favorable conditions of both time and space for the main reinforcement force to arrive and destroy the enemy. When Hu Lian found himself unable to break through the various key points where PLA forces had concentrated their strength to hold firm, he remarked with feeling: “The Communist commanders on Dongshan are extremely intelligent — they abandoned the beach to avoid our spearhead, drew back their forces to hold onto a few points, leaving me no opening to exploit. The Dongshan operation has failed!” With the strong support of the island garrison, PLA reinforcements advanced rapidly onto the island and carried out their counterattack. The 272nd Regiment in particular had drawn up its reinforcement contingency plan before the battle; upon receiving the order, it swiftly assembled its forces, using military and commercial vehicles to rapidly organize a lead battalion, which advanced quickly, crossed the strait, and destroyed the enemy airborne force before joining the Public Security 80th Regiment in defending the main position. The enemy had originally calculated that PLA reinforcements would take three full days and nights to arrive; in the event, PLA main forces were all in position in less than a single day and night, fundamentally transforming the balance of combat power in the fight to repel the landing on Dongshan Island and securing the initiative for the overall campaign.

By contrast, when Nationalist forces attacked, their tactics were rigid and their forces dispersed, and they were unable to break through the PLA’s stubborn resistance despite repeated assaults. Nationalist forces, in contesting key points, employed the tactical method of “frontal fire suppression combined with a flanking assault by ground troops” — first using mortars, recoilless guns, and rocket launchers to deliver concentrated fire against exposed PLA positions and targets, while infantry simultaneously approached from the flank, opening fire once within one to two hundred meters of the PLA front line. When an assault failed, they would immediately rotate in fresh troops and attack again. In the assault on the 83.3 elevation point, for instance, within the 11 hours of the 16th, they launched more than 20 successive charges (with forces ranging from a single platoon to two companies), none of which succeeded. As Hu Lian himself described in his memoir “Reminiscences of Kinmen,” in the assault on Dongshan Island’s three elevation points, he never expected to break through in a single stroke, well aware of the PLA’s tenacity and resilience. And yet, after thousands of men, under the cover of massed artillery fire, launched repeated assaults on these three small hills, they came away with nothing at all after paying a price of more than a thousand casualties — a result that caught even Hu Lian himself entirely by surprise.



(4) The failure of the airborne operation sealed the swift collapse of the entire Nationalist landing operation

At the moment of the airborne drop, when the objective is exposed, the terrain and situation unfamiliar, the dispersal wide, the formation disorganized, and command difficult, this is precisely the moment when the defending force has its best opportunity to strike. PLA militia made full use of this moment, acting in close coordination and fighting shoulder to shoulder, to disrupt the enemy airborne force’s plan of attack. At the very start of this anti-airborne engagement, although the PLA naval company had only seven officers and men remaining ashore, they swiftly coordinated with the local militia, responded calmly to the crisis, seized favorable terrain, and opened fire first, using speed to overcome the enemy’s confusion, creating the conditions for the 272nd Regiment to destroy the enemy paratroopers. The moment the enemy airborne drop began, local militia, led by the district Party committee secretary, took the initiative to join the fight, working closely with the naval company to help wipe out the airborne enemy. Upon receiving its orders, the 272nd Regiment immediately set out by vehicle and, within three and a half hours, reached Chen Dao and swiftly crossed the strait to join the fighting. Reconnoitering as they advanced and organizing their assault on the move, with decisive and resolute action, they encircled and outflanked the enemy, cutting them off and destroying them in pieces, wiping out the entire airborne force and shattering the enemy’s plan to seize the Bachimen ferry crossing and cut off PLA reinforcements, thereby creating the conditions for the main force to reinforce the island.

Because the enemy’s airborne drop was spread over too wide an area, took too long to assemble, left its forces scattered, and was unfamiliar with the terrain, nearly 500 elite Nationalist paratroopers were unable to overcome the 50 PLA naval personnel holding the Bachimen ferry crossing position — this small crossing became a lasting nightmare and source of humiliation for the Nationalist airborne forces. Once he learned that the paratroopers had lost the fight for Bachimen, Hu Lian already sensed how the Battle of Dongshan Island would end. On July 19, Taipei’s “Ministry of National Defense” convened a “Dongshan Tri-Service Operation Review Conference,” at which Hu Lian faced severe criticism from Chiang Kai-shek and his fellow generals. He offered no defense, insisting only that the poor performance of the airborne troops had doomed the Dongshan operation to failure from the very start. After the meeting, the commander of the airborne forces was relieved of his post.







Chapter 70: The Yijiangshan Islands Landing Operation

(January 18–19, 1955)

The Yijiangshan Islands landing operation was a landing assault carried out by elements of the East China Military Region’s army, navy, and air force against the Yijiangshan Islands off the eastern Zhejiang coast, then held by Nationalist forces. It was also the first operation in the history of PLA warfare in which the army, navy, and air force were jointly employed to carry out a landing assault on a near-shore coastal island. The battle was launched at 7:00 a.m. on January 18, 1955, and by 2:00 a.m. on the 19th, all remaining enemy resistance on the islands had been cleared, lasting a total of 19 hours. PLA forces committed a total of more than 10,000 troops, including four infantry battalions and nine artillery and anti-aircraft artillery battalions; the navy committed 137 vessels of various types; and naval and air forces together committed 184 aircraft of various types. Nationalist forces committed more than 1,100 troops, including the 4th Assault Detachment, the 4th Company of the 2nd Assault Detachment, and the 1st Artillery Company. In this operation, PLA forces killed the garrison commander, Wang Shengming, and 518 others, took 567 prisoners, sank three enemy ships and damaged four others, and captured 1,082 pieces of artillery, small arms, and other weapons. PLA losses totaled 393 killed and 1,024 wounded, along with the loss of three artillery pieces, six vessels, and eight aircraft. This operation forced the Nationalist garrisons on Dachen, Pishan, Yushan, and other islands to evacuate to Taiwan under cover of the U.S. Seventh Fleet, and PLA forces went on to liberate the entirety of the enemy-held islands along the eastern Zhejiang coast.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

Along the coast of eastern Zhejiang, in the waters stretching more than 110 nautical miles from the mouth of Aojiang in the south to the mouth of Sanmen Bay in the north, lie more than 1,100 islands large and small, forming a chain running roughly north to south — the famous Taizhou Archipelago. Yijiangshan lies southeast of Jiaojiang estuary in Taizhou Bay, 29.6 kilometers west of Haimen, 8.9 kilometers south of Toumenshan, and 17 kilometers north of Dachen Island. The islands are made up of two small islands, North Jiang and South Jiang: South Jiang is about 1 kilometer long and 0.3 kilometers wide, covering 0.65 square kilometers; North Jiang is about 1.9 kilometers long and 0.1 to 0.7 kilometers wide, covering 1.1 square kilometers. The two islands are separated by a strait about 0.15 kilometers wide, giving the group its name, “Yijiangshan” (“One River Mountain”). The islands are uninhabited and lack any good source of fresh water; they are bare, rocky hills with steep, rugged terrain and hard rock. There are four commanding elevation points — 203, 190, 160, and 180 — that together command the entire island group. The coastline is mostly sheer cliff, 10 to 40 meters high, with slopes of 40 to 70 degrees — extremely steep — and the stretch of coast suitable for a landing is less than 1,000 meters, further affected by tidal currents and wind, with many whirlpools and rocky breakers, making the terrain favorable for defense and unfavorable for attack.

South of the Yijiangshan Islands, Upper and Lower Dachen sit at the center of this island chain, with Yijiangshan serving as the northern outpost of the Dachen islands, occupying a position of great importance within this chain.

In July 1953, the Korean War came to an end with the signing of the armistice at Panmunjom by the American-led United Nations forces. In the autumn of 1953, the East China Military Region shifted its strategic focus to the southeastern coast. Later that autumn, the Military Region drew up a large-scale plan for a landing assault on Kinmen; but given that the Korean War had only just ended, the Central Military Commission decided to postpone the assault on Kinmen and instead first move to seize the smaller Nationalist-held islands along the Zhejiang coast.

In January 1954, the Central Military Commission approved the East China Military Region’s proposal for a joint army-navy-air force campaign to take Dachen Island. In April, the Central Military Commission instructed the East China Military Region: “You must act proactively, striking the enemy from every direction, and select islands that can readily be captured for assault in the near term, in order to demonstrate our strength and warn the American imperialists against any reckless action, and to seize our territory occupied by force.” In mid-May 1954, PLA forces of the East China Military Region seized Dongji Islet, Toumenshan, Jinmen (Golden Gate) Island, Tianyu, and Que’eryu. Thereafter, given that the Nationalists’ command center and defensive core for the Zhejiang coastal islands was Dachen Island, and that Yijiangshan served as the gateway and outer defense point for Dachen, the Military Region judged that seizing Yijiangshan would strike a decisive blow, dealing heavy damage and severe psychological shock to the Dachen garrison. It therefore decided to attack Yijiangshan first, then take Dachen, and afterward seize the remaining islands as opportunity allowed. On July 11, the Central Military Commission approved the East China Military Region’s operational plan, and directed that naval and air forces bomb Dachen while the army seized Yijiangshan, with the eventual aim of liberating the entirety of the enemy-occupied islands along the eastern Zhejiang coast.

The Taiwan authorities attached great importance to the defense of Yijiangshan. Their “Minister of National Defense,” Yu Ta-wei, held that Yijiangshan was the gateway to Dachen: if Yijiang could not be held, Dachen could not be defended; and if Dachen fell, Taiwan itself would be in peril. Chiang Ching-kuo went even further, declaring: Yijiangshan is the gateway for a counterattack on the mainland — we must not only defend this gate, but must go out through it to counterattack the mainland.

In August 1954, the East China Military Region established the Zhejiang Front Command, with the Military Region’s Chief of Staff, Zhang Aiping, serving as both commander and political commissar. Under the Front Command, an Air Force Command Post, a Navy Command Post, and a Landing Command Post were established, along with a combined logistics department and political work group. Once this leadership structure was in place, it organized all participating units to press ahead with every aspect of campaign preparation, including mobilization and education, reconnaissance of enemy intelligence, drawing up a tri-service coordinated landing plan, conducting branch-specific and then combined tri-service training, expanding airfields, rushing to repair ships, gathering supplies and equipment, and organizing communications, meteorological, survey, and other forms of support. It also followed the Central Military Commission’s instructions: first, to prepare fully and launch the attack only once success was assured, aiming to succeed decisively and avoid any setback; second, in organizing air and naval combat operations, to strictly adhere to the policy of struggle against the United States, holding to the principle of self-defense — “neither provoking trouble nor showing weakness” — and not initiating attacks against American aircraft or ships, nor mistakenly attacking them; and third, to build up the force gradually, from small operations to large, using real combat to train and temper the troops, thereby creating the conditions for the liberation of Dachen, Mazu, Kinmen, and eventually Taiwan.

PLA operational plan for the landing: In order to support China’s diplomatic struggle, strike at the so-called “Mutual Defense Treaty” signed between the United States and the Chiang Kai-shek regime (signed at Taipei on December 2, 1954), further advance the struggle to defend the coast against the enemy, safeguard the nation’s socialist construction, train and improve the PLA’s capability for joint army-navy-air force landing operations, and create the conditions for the continued liberation of the coastal islands and, eventually, Taiwan and Penghu.

Nationalist plan for defending against the landing: The American scheme was to “use the treaty to legalize its armed aggression against Chinese territory in Taiwan, and to use Taiwan as a military base from which to expand its aggression against China and prepare for a new war.” The Nationalist forces intended to hold firmly onto Yijiangshan, Dachen, and the other coastal islands, using them as a shield to protect Taiwan, a springboard for a counterattack on the mainland, and a base from which to harass the mainland.

PLA force deployment: The leadership of the East China Military Region, following the instructions of the Central Military Commission and the orders of the General Staff, after a period of study and preparation, resolved to seize Yijiangshan and assigned specific tasks to each service and branch. The plan called for the 178th Regiment and the 2nd Battalion, 180th Regiment, of the 60th Division, Army, to serve as the landing force, and, under the close coordination of the artillery, navy, and air force, and after thorough preparation, to choose a favorable moment to launch the assault on Yijiangshan. The landing was to take place simultaneously at North Jiang and South Jiang, with the main assault directed at the western and northwestern parts of North Jiang, and a supporting assault directed at the northeastern part of North Jiang and the western part of South Jiang. The specific troop deployment was as follows:

Landing force: Organized from the 178th Regiment and the 2nd Battalion of the 180th Regiment, divided into two echelons: the first echelon, made up of the 1st and 2nd Battalions of the 178th Regiment and the 2nd Battalion of the 180th Regiment, would advance simultaneously against the enemy on North Jiang and South Jiang; the second echelon, the 3rd Battalion of the 178th Regiment, would follow the 1st Battalion ashore at North Jiang, joining the fighting as circumstances required. Each echelon would land in two waves. Commanders at every level would direct operations from well forward, in order to keep abreast of developments and respond promptly.

Artillery force: (1) The accompanying artillery group: consisting of 20 wooden landing craft, four powered junks, and one landing ship, carrying 36 82mm mortars, 24 57mm anti-tank guns, four 76mm field guns, and eight 120mm mortars, organized into three sub-groups and deployed ahead of the infantry’s combat formation, tasked with providing direct support to the first echelon’s assault. (2) The shore-based support artillery group: made up of three battalions of 122mm howitzers, one battalion of 76mm field guns, and one company each of 130mm coastal guns and 120mm mortars, positioned on the islands of Toumenshan and Dachahuajiao near Yijiangshan.

Naval forces: (1) The landing transport flotilla: organized into five groups. The 1st, 2nd, and 3rd Groups were responsible for transporting the three infantry battalions of the first echelon ashore, providing fire support to cover the troops’ landing and assault. The 4th Group was tasked with transporting the second echelon ashore. The 5th Group was responsible for logistics transport. (2) The fire-support group: made up of eight gunboats and five fishing trawlers, tasked with providing direct escort to the landing force during the crossing and delivering direct, aimed fire against enemy beach firing positions, covering the landing force’s deployment and landing; once ashore, this group would continue to coordinate with escort vessels and shore-based artillery to strike any enemy vessels that might sortie from Dachen. (3) The combat cover group: made up of four escort vessels, two gunboats, twelve fast attack craft, eight patrol boats, and four landing craft, tasked with maintaining sea security, protecting the flank of the landing operation, and using part of its firepower to conduct destructive fire against enemy forward firing positions and to suppress enemy firing points and manpower on the flanks and rear. Two companies of the 130mm coastal artillery were deployed respectively at Toumenshan and Baiyanshan. Their main task was to protect the flank of the landing force and to strike at enemy vessels that might come to reinforce Yijiangshan from Dachen. The coastal artillery company at Toumenshan also took part in the preparatory fire, delivering suppressive and destructive fire against enemy fortifications at Huangyanjiao, Haimenjiao, and Shanzuicun.

Air forces (including naval air units): (1) Fighter aviation: 12 groups in total, tasked with seizing air superiority north of Dachen once the battle began, securing the safety of naval and air bases, protecting ground forces and surface vessels from enemy air attack, and escorting surface vessels and the landing force during the sea crossing, as well as escorting bomber and ground-attack aircraft during their operations. (2) Bomber aviation: four groups in total; during the artillery and air preparatory fire, one group would carry out sorties against enemy radar stations and command posts on Upper and Lower Dachen, while three groups would carry out sorties providing preparatory air fire against Yijiangshan itself. (3) Ground-attack aviation: three groups, tasked with providing direct support to the assault of the landing force and striking any enemy vessels that might come to reinforce the islands.

Nationalist force deployment: Nationalist forces holding the islands along the eastern Zhejiang coast had, after several years, built up a complete defensive system. Overall command was exercised through the “Dachen Defense Zone Command,” headed by Liu Lien-yi. The garrison consisted chiefly of the American-equipped 46th Division and six assault detachments, with more than ten naval vessels regularly patrolling these waters, and total strength reaching 20,000 or more.

Yijiangshan itself was held by the “Yijiang Area Command,” under which were the 4th Assault Detachment, the 4th Company of the 2nd Assault Detachment, and one artillery company, totaling more than 1,100 men. Having held the islands for a long period, the garrison had built a relatively complete defensive system centered on permanent and semi-permanent fortifications, organized into three lines. The first line consisted of forward strongpoints at Xishanzui, Haimenjiao, Leqingjiao, Xiangyangjiao, Shougucun, and the consolidated slope and Tianyu Bay area of South Jiang. The second line was built into the salients along the hillsides, with supporting trenches and pillboxes, linked by communication trenches to the forward and rear positions, forming a “sealed defensive network.” The third line was centered on elevation points 203, 190, 160, and 180 as the core strongpoints, with earthen ramparts and permanent firing positions forming a strong ring-shaped defense. Every line of positions had connecting trenches and communication trenches linking its strongpoints. The forward areas of the major strongpoints were protected by barbed wire, mines, and wire-mesh obstacles.

The fire deployment was organized into four layers, concentrated principally on covering the beach approaches. Mountain guns and howitzers positioned on South Jiang formed the first layer of firepower; anti-tank and machine-cannon fire positioned in forward salients formed the second layer; mortars and forward-positioned rocket launchers and machine guns formed the third layer; and submachine guns, carbines, and grenades formed the fourth layer.

The garrison on this island consisted mostly of fugitive landlords and local ruffians, politically reactionary, and their morale had already been considerably weakened by continuous PLA naval and air strikes. Nevertheless, to bolster their own spirits, they boasted that Yijiangshan was an “impregnable steel fortress that no living creature could get past” and an “unsinkable ‘American-built’ warship.”




II. Course of the Battle

After several months of thorough preparation, PLA forces, based on the meteorological conditions required for a joint army-navy-air force landing operation, reported to the Central Military Commission for approval and decided: the battle would be launched on January 18, 1955, with the assault landing to begin at 2:30 p.m. that day. The entire operation was divided into three phases:


(1) Fire support and a multi-column crossing (8:00 a.m. – 2:00 p.m., January 18)

At 8:00 a.m. on January 18, the battle formally began. Three groups of bombers and two groups of ground-attack aircraft carried out the first round of preparatory fire against the Yijiangshan garrison; a further bomber group struck the command posts and artillery positions of Nationalist forces on Upper and Lower Dachen. This first round of preparatory fire ended at 8:10, and the bombing was highly effective, destroying the Yijiangshan garrison’s communications system in the very first strike. At 9:00, the support artillery group carried out ranging fire. At 12:07, the coastal artillery company at Toumenshan carried out destructive fire against forward firing positions at Shan’gecun.

At 12:20, the support artillery group began preparatory bombardment according to plan, carrying out seven rounds of intense fire and five rounds of observation fire, firing more than 12,000 rounds in all.

Between 12:15 and 1:22 p.m., the landing force, under cover of naval, air, and artillery support, set out in succession from Jinmen Island and Toumenshan, advancing toward Yijiangshan in two columns, each formed in double-file. The accompanying artillery group carried aboard the ships, the M-13 rocket-launcher group, the naval combat escort group, and the gunboat fire-support group, all moved ahead of the landing force. During the crossing, army and navy commanders at every level continually observed the enemy situation and the effects of the preparatory fire, further clarifying headings, lines of deployment, and landing sectors and points. Political officers at every level seized every opportunity to carry out morale-boosting propaganda work.

During this phase, enemy artillery on Dachen fired several rounds of interdiction fire at PLA forces, but was suppressed each time by PLA coastal artillery on Baiyanshan and by air power. Enemy naval and air forces did not dare to sortie. The Yijiangshan garrison itself was likewise unable to mount any interdiction fire of its own.



(2) Assault landing, seizing the beachhead (2:00–3:00 p.m., January 18)

At 2:00 p.m. on the 18th, three groups of PLA bombers carried out a second round of preparatory fire against the Yijiangshan garrison, ending at 2:05. To provide direct support for the landing force’s assault, ground-attack aircraft, after completing the three planned strikes, obtained approval from the Zhejiang Front Command to delay their return and carried out two further diving attacks against the enemy, not clearing the combat zone until 2:30. Around this time, the naval combat escort group, the gunboat fire-support group, and the shipborne accompanying artillery group all reached their firing positions on schedule, delivering intense fire against enemy firing points. To make the most of naval gunfire, the Sixth Fleet and the combat squadron each began firing once within 20 to 40 cables of the enemy shore, striking the enemy effectively. At 1:05 and 2:00 p.m., the shipborne M-13 rocket-launcher groups fired two salvos against elevations 203 and 190 and against Haimenjiao and Huangyanjiao. After this pounding by PLA naval, air, and artillery fire, most of the enemy’s forward fortifications were destroyed, its live strength suppressed, communications severed, and command paralyzed — creating favorable conditions for the landing force to achieve a smooth breakthrough.

At 2:10 p.m., the first-wave battalions of the landing force’s first echelon deployed for the assault in succession along the Chahuajiao line, and charged at full speed toward the landing sector. As they closed to within 1,000 meters of the enemy shore, machine-gun and heavy machine-gun fire from the landing craft reached its most intense pitch. As they closed to within 150 meters of the enemy shore, the transport craft slowed; the first-echelon battalion commander gave the signal to shift fire. As they closed to within 30 meters of the shore, the landing craft prepared to lower their bow ramps, and the landing force made every final preparation for the assault.

At 2:22 p.m., the shore-based support artillery group carried out one final intense barrage, firing at maximum rate to support the landing force’s charge onto the beach.

1st Battalion, 178th Infantry Regiment: At 2:33 p.m., the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd Companies of the first wave of the 1st Battalion, 178th Regiment, landed respectively at Huangyanjiao, Haimenjiao, and Shanzuicun. The 1st Company landed on the right side of Haimenjiao. The troops struggled up the sheer cliffs with great difficulty and determination — this was the critical moment on which the success or failure of the landing hinged. At this point, Commander Zhang Aiping, observing the scene through binoculars, instructed the Air Force Chief of Staff, Jiang Zhongren: “Order the ground-attack aircraft to keep diving on the enemy. Even without bombs or shells left, they should still make further diving passes over the enemy position, to strike at the enemy’s morale.” At this point, although the ground-attack aircraft group had already completed three low-altitude attacks according to plan and was preparing to return, upon receiving this order it made two more diving passes over the Yijiangshan positions; the sharp shriek of the aircraft and the powerful rush of air they generated inflicted considerable psychological pressure on the enemy, effectively supporting the landing force’s assault.

The 1st Platoon, 1st Company, 1st Battalion, 178th Regiment, was the first to land on the right side of Haimenjiao. Although PLA air power and artillery had been fierce, and although many of the Nationalist forward fortifications had been destroyed, with anti-tank gun positions also on fire, the Nationalist forces still held out stubbornly from a number of undamaged bunkers and rock crevices. Concentrating machine guns, rifles, and submachine guns, they poured fire onto the PLA landing troops, inflicting considerable casualties; the platoon was reduced to just 12 men. Only with the support of accompanying artillery were the enemy firing points finally eliminated and the landing completed successfully. The 2nd Company, 1st Battalion, 178th Regiment, landed successfully at Huangyanjiao, the whole company suffering only around ten casualties, and immediately captured the enemy’s first line of trenches. The 3rd Company, 1st Battalion, 178th Regiment, landed relatively smoothly at Shanzuicun, but after the 3rd Platoon disembarked, it came under blocking fire from enemy bunkers and could not advance. Before the soldiers could even find their footing, they fell one after another. Chemical-defense flamethrower operator Yan Enguang and his comrades, under the covering fire of the infantry, charged forward carrying their flamethrowers, spraying blazing fire that instantly reduced the enemy firing point to ashes. Though the 20-year-old Yan Enguang was wounded, the 3rd Platoon to which he belonged nonetheless landed successfully and swiftly seized the enemy’s first line of trenches.

2nd Battalion, 178th Infantry Regiment: At 2:29 p.m., the 5th and 6th Companies of the first wave of the 2nd Battalion, 178th Regiment, were the first to land ashore on Yijiangshan at Leqingjiao and Beishanwan. At this point, the battalion’s second wave, the 7th Company, landed following the 5th Company, while the 8th Company landed as an assault force on the 6th Company’s right flank. The battalion command post also landed following the 5th Company.

2nd Battalion, 180th Infantry Regiment: At 2:37 p.m., the 5th and 7th Companies of the first wave of the 2nd Battalion, 180th Regiment, landed at the west side of Shenglicun and Tianyu Bay. After the 5th Company landed successfully west of Shenglicun, it pressed forward with a resolute and courageous charge, quickly seizing the enemy’s first line of positions and immediately charging into Shenglicun itself; after eleven minutes of fierce fighting, it broke two small Nationalist counterattacks and captured Shenglicun. At this point, the battalion’s second wave, the 6th and 8th Companies, landed in succession following the first wave.

The fighting to storm the beach was extraordinarily fierce, but the various assault units, undaunted by casualties, pressed forward wave after wave. The three battalions of the landing force’s first echelon, with close coordination and powerful support from every service and branch, landed as planned at Leqingjiao, Haimenjiao, Xiangyangjiao, and the other landing points, and seized the enemy’s beachhead positions.



(3) Encirclement in depth, seizing the whole island (3:00 p.m., January 18 – 2:00 a.m., January 19)

As the fighting moved into the depth of the island, the battlefield situation grew still more complex, and attacker and defender became locked in a grinding struggle. Because of the constraints of the island’s terrain, the combat formations of some landing units were fragmented; combined with the fact that the full disposition of the garrison’s firing points could not be known in advance, once ashore the landing troops encountered heavy enfilading and reverse fire, and casualties among the landing force mounted. Frontline commanders promptly organized their units into small, flexible groups, coordinating actively with one another and pressing boldly forward, infiltrating toward their predetermined objectives in depth.

Elevation 203: After the 5th Company, 2nd Battalion, 178th Regiment, broke through the enemy’s first line of positions, it moved with bold and decisive action to capture Wangcun. At 3:05 p.m., the 5th and 7th Companies, coordinating with each other, swiftly captured the enemy’s main core position, Elevation 203; the 5th Company then used part of its strength to push its advance toward Dongshantou and Shougucun. Although the 6th Company suffered considerable casualties during its landing, it nonetheless pressed a determined and courageous charge against the enemy, quickly seizing Zhongshancun and Fujiacun, cutting off the enemy on North Jiang, and playing a certain role in preventing enemy mobility. Once ashore, the 8th Company immediately joined the fighting in depth, attacking toward Dongshantou; failing to take it, it pulled back and concentrated west of Elevation 203.

Elevation 190: At 2:55 p.m., the 1st Battalion, 178th Regiment, took Elevation 190 and Zhongxincun in successive assaults, and then, apart from using part of its strength (the 4th Company) to press its advance toward Fujiacun in coordination with the 6th Company of the 2nd Battalion, shifted its main strength to a defensive posture at Zhongxincun, Shanzhongcun, and Yunqiao. At around 3:00 p.m., the 3rd Battalion of the second echelon, 178th Regiment, landed at Haimenjiao, and its main strength concentrated at Huangyanjiao and Haimenjiao, with the 10th Company advancing toward the interior. At 5:30 p.m., the 10th Company, coordinating with the 8th Company of the 2nd Battalion, attacked and seized Dongshancun and Dongshantou; it then continued its advance toward Liuchongpo, and by 2:00 a.m. on the 19th, together with the 11th Company and the 6th and 8th Companies of the 2nd Battalion, took control of the whole area.

Elevation 180: At the same time, the 6th and 8th Companies of the second wave of the 2nd Battalion, 180th Regiment, attacking South Jiang, entered the fighting and, at 3:48 p.m., captured Elevation 180; they then continued pressing their assault toward An’quanpo and Gonggupo. Although some officers had grown overconfident and careless, failing to organize concentrated fire, PLA forces came under enemy blocking fire and suffered heavy casualties. Once the unit organized its firepower to suppress the enemy, the 6th and 8th Companies pressed on with their assault and, after more than ten minutes of fierce fighting, captured both An’quanpo and Gonggupo at 5:33 p.m.

During this phase, the enemy, relying on favorable terrain and strong fortifications, fought a desperate, last-ditch resistance. PLA forces launched a political offensive alongside their military operations, calling out to the enemy to surrender, in some cases even using prisoners of war to help persuade the defenders. Thanks to close coordination among the various services and branches of the landing force and their powerful mutual support, the force displayed a fighting style of courage, tenacity, fearlessness of casualties, and continuous combat, capturing the enemy’s core position within a little over two hours and essentially concluding the fighting. By 2:00 a.m. on the 19th, all remaining enemy resistance had been cleared; the so-called “American-built, unsinkable warship” and “impregnable steel fortress” that Nationalist forces had labored so hard to build were swiftly and decisively captured by the PLA’s three services acting together.





III. Analysis

Though the Yijiangshan Islands landing operation was small in scale, its impact was great. It marked a significant leap forward in PLA operational capability and the beginning of a new phase in its modernization. This victory brought about the liberation of the entirety of the enemy-occupied islands along the southeastern Zhejiang coast, enhanced China’s international standing, and transformed the balance of the struggle in the Taiwan Strait. The Yijiangshan landing operation, carried out at a time when PLA forces had already secured relative command of the air and sea, offers valuable lessons for how to organize a joint army-navy-air force operation under such conditions, and holds great value as a reference for the organization, command, and operational methods of any future PLA sea-crossing island-landing operation.


(1) Seizing command of the air and sea provided an essential guarantee for victory in the battle

Preliminary preparations for the Yijiangshan landing had already begun as early as 1952. But on one hand, the main strength of PLA air power was still committed to the front in Korea at the time, while enemy air forces based in Taiwan had more than 400 combat aircraft within 200 kilometers of Yijiangshan airspace and held command of the air; on the other hand, in the absence of air support, the East China Military Region navy’s torpedo boats and small escort vessels found it very difficult to match the enemy’s main warships, which displaced several thousand tons and carried powerful armament. Only after the main strength of PLA air power moved into East China two years later did efforts begin in earnest to seize command of the air and sea in the theater, so as to ensure the landing operation’s prospects for success.

From March to early July 1954, PLA air force and naval aviation units fought more than ten air battles with Nationalist air forces over the waters off the eastern Zhejiang coast. Faced with a numerically superior Nationalist air force, PLA forces adopted measures that emphasized quality over quantity. At the time, PLA and naval air forces had 120 fighters, of which 96 were MiG-15s — then among the most advanced aircraft in the world. Using these as the mainstay of the fight, PLA forces deterred Nationalist air forces from committing to large-scale, decisive air battles; and when Nationalist air forces adopted tactics of small-scale, covert raids exploiting the transition from dusk to darkness, PLA air forces responded promptly by extending their interception range, so that any Nationalist attempt at a quick raid would meet resistance. During this period, 16 Nationalist combat aircraft were shot down or damaged, and thereafter the Nationalist air force no longer dared to operate freely in the airspace over Yijiangshan.

Once this phased victory in the struggle for air superiority had been achieved, PLA operational priorities shifted to securing command of the sea. In terms of operational method, the chief approach was to use air power to control the sea. From November to December 1954, air force and naval aviation units carried out repeated bombing raids against the command posts and defensive installations of enemy forces on Upper and Lower Dachen and other islands. At dawn on January 10, 1955, the 2nd and 4th Naval Aviation Divisions escorted air force units in an attack on the enemy anchorage and fleet at Dachen, destroying the enemy tank landing ship Zhongquan and damaging the escort vessel Taihe and four transport ships. From November 1, 1954, to January 7, 1955, air force and naval aviation together flew more than 260 sorties, carrying out seven bombing raids against military targets and anchored vessels at Dachen, Yijiangshan, Yushan, and other islands, dropping more than 1,600 bombs of various types and damaging five enemy vessels. This sustained, fierce bombardment forced enemy vessels to avoid anchoring at Dachen during daylight hours. When enemy vessels, seeking to evade air attack, were forced to shift their operations to nighttime, PLA naval torpedo units seized the opportunity, sinking the Nationalist escort vessel Taiping and the gunboat Dongting, dealing a severe blow to Nationalist naval forces. By the time the landing operation was launched, PLA forces had secured command of the sea in the waters from Toumenshan and Gaodao north to Shipu.

Because command of the air and sea in the theater had been seized and held, preparations for the Yijiangshan landing operation enjoyed thorough security guarantees. During the landing operation itself, command of the air and sea played an important role. First, it ensured the safety of the landing transport convoy’s crossing: on the day of the landing, every Nationalist military base on Taiwan went to first-degree combat readiness, prepared at any moment to send reinforcements to the Yijiangshan garrison, but because PLA air forces maintained a standing combat air patrol over the theater’s airspace, the enemy did not dare to act rashly. Nationalist naval escort vessels and gunboats anchored at Dachen likewise went to first-degree readiness, prepared to intercept the PLA landing convoy, but, having lost command of the sea, never sortied even by the end of the operation. Second, it ensured the safety of PLA forces during the preparatory-fire phase and the assault-landing phase, allowing both the preparatory fire and the fire support for the assault to achieve their intended effect.

However, during the course of the fighting, the air force did not maintain complete control of the airspace over Dachen and Yijiangshan throughout. At around 5:00 p.m. that day, two Nationalist aircraft slipped into the airspace over the Yijiangshan area and carried out a bombing run; although the aircraft dropped only two bombs, causing minimal PLA casualties and losses, and quickly fled the battlefield under the pressure of PLA anti-aircraft fire, this incident led the landing force to believe that the enemy might return in strength. As a result, PLA forces set about organizing air-defense fire in preparation to repel a renewed enemy attack on Dachen, which delayed the second echelon of the 178th Regiment’s advance against the enemy on the reverse slope southeast of North Jiang, and caused the 2nd Battalion, 180th Regiment, to come under fire from the opposite shore during its advance on South Jiang, delaying the pace of the fighting.



(2) Thorough, meticulous pre-battle preparation laid the foundation for victory

Participating units, following the Central Military Commission’s instruction to prepare fully and launch the attack only once success was assured, carried out prolonged, careful, and detailed preparations tailored to the particular characteristics of a sea-crossing island-landing operation. Every unit not only carried out the ordinary preparations required for any campaign or battle — drawing up operational and coordination plans, unifying operational thinking, organizing command and coordination among the different services and branches, and organizing the various forms of logistical support and political mobilization — but also concentrated great effort on three tasks of particular importance to the course of the operation.

First, organizing pre-battle training. Pre-battle training was divided into two phases: from December 18 to 30, 1954, each service and branch conducted separate training, focusing on resolving the specific difficulties likely to be encountered in the operation — such as the loading, crossing, and assault-landing movements for infantry squads and platoons, over-water and cross-strait firing for the artillery, the formation, transport, and protection procedures for the naval landing transport flotilla, direct aimed-fire training for the naval fire-support force, air-force strikes against point targets at sea, and underwater demolition training for engineers. Because the chosen landing points were rocky shoreline rather than sandy beach, landing craft approaching shore had to slow appropriately and come in gradually, neither stopping too early nor approaching too fast, requiring especially fine judgment. From January 1 to 13, 1955, each service and branch conducted joint training, selecting terrain resembling Yijiangshan for three battalion-level landing exercises.

Second, organizing combat support. In August and September 1954, the East China Military Region headquarters organized a unified reconnaissance effort across the different services and branches, using cross-strait observation, close-in reconnaissance, cross-sea capture of prisoners, intelligence reconnaissance, radar reconnaissance, maritime patrol reconnaissance, and aerial photographic reconnaissance, among other methods, to establish an essentially accurate picture of the enemy situation and terrain on Yijiangshan. At the same time, thorough arrangements were made for surveying weather, tides, and sea lanes, for communications, for air defense, for sea and land rescue, and for flank security.

Third, gathering landing vessels and equipment. In addition to the 59 vessels of the East China Sea Fleet, a further 62 vessels of various types and 23 powered junks were requisitioned. Because the types of vessels gathered varied greatly and their condition and capability were uneven — some lacking sufficiently trained operators, others lacking combat and communications equipment — an intensive program of repair, personnel assignment, and equipment installation was carried out, and the vessels were organized into combat groupings tailored to actual battlefield needs (small landing craft and transport vessels forming the first echelon, medium transport vessels the second echelon, and wooden landing craft and powered junks serving as gunboats and logistics transport).



(3) The comprehensive application of multiple measures effectively concealed the operational plan

This battle required a long period of preparation and was fairly large in scale, involving many different units, and therefore carried considerable risk of the operational plan being exposed at any point along the way. Because of this, from the moment they received their mission, participating units adopted a range of measures to conceal their operational intentions. First, they carried out sustained, irregular bombing and shelling against Upper and Lower Dachen, Pishan, and Yijiangshan over a prolonged period, both striking the enemy and confusing and numbing them, so that they could not determine PLA forces’ true intentions. Second, the training base for the assault force was relocated far from the operational area, to the Chuanshan Peninsula. The landing force trained in secrecy for about three months in the reed marshes of the Luwei Islets off the Yueqing Peninsula. When the landing force finally moved toward the theater, it first adopted the posture of a routine garrison relief, advancing to Shipu to await further orders in concealment, and only then, under cover of night, moved to Toumenshan and Jinmen Island as its staging area for the assault. Third, part of the infantry and artillery forces of the Zhejiang Provincial Military District were organized to carry out diversionary operations against Pishan Island. Fourth, throughout the pre-battle period, the army, navy, and air force strictly controlled their use of wireless communications. Fifth, strict counterintelligence and security measures were instituted. When requisitioning local vessels, only the vague explanation “the troops need these” was given. When ships were sent to the shipyard for conversion, repair, or the installation of anti-tank guns and rocket launchers, only a handful of shipyard leaders were informed of the true purpose, and dedicated technical personnel were assigned to carry out this work. Officers and men of the participating units, as well as the technical workers and fishermen-militia recruited to crew the vessels, were told only that they were to help liberate the coastal islands — never which specific island was the target. Thanks to these various effective measures, the true operational plan remained well concealed. As a result, when PLA air and artillery forces began their preparatory fire, the enemy still believed it to be an ordinary bombardment, and did not realize that PLA forces were about to launch the assault on Yijiangshan until the moment PLA vessels sailed out into the waters off Toumenshan, beginning the crossing.



(4) The careful choice of an initial objective created favorable conditions for the development of the wider campaign

Following Chairman Mao Zedong’s instructions, the operational purpose of the Dachen campaign was to liberate all of the enemy-occupied islands along the eastern Zhejiang coast. To this end, it was first necessary to decide where to begin — in other words, where the first objective of the campaign should be. At the time, there were several possible targets among the enemy-held islands along the Zhejiang coast. At the East China Military Region’s planning conference, there was considerable debate over which target to strike first, with opinion clustering around three main options: Pishan, Dachen, and Yijiangshan. Most argued for striking Dachen first, on the grounds that Dachen was the enemy’s command center — capture it, and the other islands would fall easily. Some argued for striking Pishan first, reasoning that Pishan’s defenses were relatively weak, ensuring an easy first victory and laying a solid foundation for subsequent operations. Only a small minority argued for striking Yijiangshan first. On this question, Zhang Aiping was not swayed by the majority view, and instead settled precisely on the plan to strike Yijiangshan first. His reasoning rested on several main points: first, geographically, Yijiangshan sits directly on the line between PLA forward positions and the route to Dachen, and was a necessary point of passage for any assault on Dachen. Had PLA forces struck Dachen first, they would have had to bypass Yijiangshan — not only lengthening the voyage and exposing their intentions, but also leaving the landing force more exposed to enemy naval and air threats during the crossing. Second, Yijiangshan lay close to PLA forward positions, only 9 kilometers from Toumenshan (compared with 17 kilometers to Dachen), with the Dachahua islets in between, allowing PLA forces to set up temporary artillery positions there. Third, the Yijiangshan garrison numbered only about 1,000, while Dachen’s garrison was ten times larger — striking the weaker target first accorded with the sound operational principle of defeating the enemy piecemeal, starting with the weak. Fourth, once Yijiangshan was captured, the outer defenses of Dachen would be swept away, leaving Dachen isolated; this would not only remove any threat to a future assault on Dachen but could also serve as a base from which to establish artillery positions, directly exposing the Dachen garrison to PLA firepower. Fifth, PLA forces had actually liberated Yijiangshan once before, at the end of 1951, and so had some prior familiarity with the terrain there.

On the other hand, Yijiangshan also held great strategic and operational value for the Nationalist side. Advancing, it could serve as a springboard for a counterattack on the mainland; retreating, it could serve as a shield protecting Dachen — it was, in either case, an important gateway for the enemy. At the time, the Nationalist “Minister of National Defense,” Yu Ta-wei, declared: Yijiangshan is the gateway to Dachen; if Yijiang cannot be held, Dachen cannot be defended, and if Dachen falls, Taiwan itself is imperiled. Chiang Ching-kuo went even further, proclaiming: Yijiangshan is the gateway for a counterattack on the mainland — we must not only guard this gate, but must go out through it to counterattack the mainland. This shows just how important Yijiangshan’s strategic and operational position and value were to Nationalist forces. It was precisely by grasping this vital point that Zhang Aiping pointed out: striking through this gateway would surely “strike at the enemy’s most critical point, achieving the effect of shaking the enemy’s entire position, and dealing a heavy blow to the schemes of the United States and Chiang Kai-shek, both politically and psychologically. The Dachen garrison, cowed by our military might, may well abandon the fight and flee to Taiwan on its own, thereby resolving in one stroke the whole question of the enemy-occupied islands along the Zhejiang coast, and achieving the greatest possible victory at the smallest possible cost.” The course of the campaign unfolded precisely as Zhang Aiping had analyzed and predicted.



(5) A unified joint command structure and close tri-service coordination formed an overall advantage over the enemy

In the Yijiangshan landing operation, as soon as the Zhejiang Front Command was being formed, the Military Region’s deputy air force commander Nie Fengzhi, the Military Region’s deputy naval commander Peng Dequing, and Chief of Staff Ma Guansan, along with the acting commander of the Zhejiang Provincial Military District, Lin Weixian, were appointed deputy commanders, establishing the framework of a joint command. An Air Force Command Post, a Navy Command Post, a Landing Command Post, and a combined logistics command post were subsequently formed, constituting a reasonably sound joint operational command structure. The officers of the Front Command were, by and large, thoroughly familiar with conditions in Zhejiang. Zhang Aiping was the first-ever naval commander in PLA history and had also served as both commander of the Zhejiang Military District and commander of the 7th Army Group; General Nie Fengzhi had distinguished himself in the crossing of the Yangtze, the Battle of Shanghai, and, during the war to resist U.S. aggression and aid Korea, in directing air operations at Andong; Ma Guansan had previously served as chief of staff of the 22nd Corps and chief of staff of the East China Military Region’s navy, and had served as deputy chief commander during the fighting for the East Ji Islets off the Zhejiang coast. It is clear, then, that the Front Command’s leadership team was one with extensive combat experience, capable of commanding all three services, and united by harmony and close cooperation among its members. This proved decisive in achieving unified command, close coordination, and ultimate victory in the campaign. Building on this joint command framework, the Front Command organized painstaking, detailed planning of army, navy, and air force operations, and rigorously coordinated the training conducted by each service and branch, ensuring that during actual combat the different services and branches could support and cooperate with one another with a high degree of precision.

We organized close coordination between the landing assault force’s various services and branches as a central focus, carefully and meticulously organizing coordinated training between the landing force and the air force, between the landing force and the navy, and between the landing force and its supporting artillery, as well as between the artillery and the naval aviation, and between naval vessels; this coordination was based on thorough advance research and investigation, and a practical, workable coordination plan was drawn up. Tri-service coordination in the landing operation faced no shortage of difficulty. After repeated study, it was decided that during the crossing, the army would take the lead in command; once the landing craft touched shore, command would shift to the army, which would direct the general assault while the navy provided radio support. In this way, the two services avoided any risk of wireless interference with one another. Air-naval coordination and the coordination between the landing force units all followed the same logic. Before the crossing, the air force could not fully anticipate the precise requirements of the assaulting infantry, so it was eventually determined that once the strike aircraft had completed their planned assault runs, if the infantry had not yet completed its assault, the aircraft would keep making dry runs — diving without dropping ordnance — to suppress the enemy. This was the second time the infantry called for air support to strike the enemy. The next time, when the infantry called for support, the strike aircraft, though carrying no bombs or ammunition left, would once again continue diving on the enemy position, striking at the enemy’s morale. In directing this coordination, the pre-planned coordination methods proved not entirely sufficient; the infantry required a level of fire suppression against the enemy that they had not anticipated, and it was for this reason that the Yijiangshan garrison commander subsequently reported that the air-and-naval firepower was “far beyond what I had imagined.”



(6) In the fighting on the reverse slope, individual squads and units advanced too densely and with unclear objectives, resulting in heavier PLA casualties

Our second echelon lacked adequate understanding of the complexity of the reverse-slope fighting, since most high ground on the island had already been seized, and there was overconfidence about political attitudes among those cadres who had not personally experienced the depth of the fighting or studied the reverse-slope situation with care. Given that the Nationalist garrison troops stubbornly resisted and their fortifications and firepower were considerable, and given that our own units still lacked sufficient understanding of one another, communication and coordination between units (squad and platoon level) was inadequate, and instead of moving in a spread-out formation, they advanced in a bunched-up mass, exposing themselves to enemy fire from the opposite shore and its flanks, and adding to our casualties.

Pre-battle training and rehearsals had, for the most part, focused on landing from the foot of a hill up onto high ground; the troops lacked technical knowledge and experience for fighting down from high ground toward lower positions. When the assault began, coming under concealed fire from the enemy’s front, rear, and both flanks, casualties were relatively heavy; troops did not know how to attack firing points concealed behind them, nor how to organize coordinated action among the various weapons at their disposal. The combat missions of the different squads were unclear, and the boundaries between them were poorly defined, resulting in some pillboxes and fortifications being attacked repeatedly by different squads and platoons, while others were left almost untouched, causing PLA follow-on units to suffer serious losses from residual enemy firing points that had not been cleared.







Chapter 71: The Bombardment of Kinmen

(August 23 – October 31, 1958)

The Bombardment of Kinmen was a large-scale punitive artillery bombardment operation carried out by forward units of the PLA Fujian Front against the Nationalist forces garrisoning Kinmen and its surrounding islands. The operation began on August 23, 1958, and its main phase of action was essentially concluded by October 31, lasting a little over two months in all. PLA forces committed 36 ground-artillery battalions, six coastal-artillery companies with more than 450 guns, more than 80 vessels of various types, and more than 200 aircraft of various types. Nationalist forces committed 31 ground-artillery battalions with 308 guns in total, along with some naval and air support. According to our own records, in this operation PLA forces destroyed more than 30 enemy guns, sank or damaged 27 large and small enemy vessels, killed or wounded more than 1,000 enemy officers and men, and shot down or damaged 11 enemy aircraft. PLA losses included various guns destroyed, one vessel sunk and one damaged, eleven aircraft shot down or damaged, and more than a hundred officers and men killed. The Bombardment of Kinmen stands as a classic example of “military struggle serving political ends”: the Party Central Committee and Chairman Mao Zedong, proceeding from the international political situation of the time and keeping the long-term strategic goal of national reunification firmly in view, closely fused military struggle with political and diplomatic struggle, seizing and holding the initiative in the conflict. The success of the bombardment of Kinmen not only dealt a punishing blow to the Nationalist authorities, but also gave powerful support to the people of the Middle East in their struggle against aggression, helped China gauge the true bottom line of American strategy toward China, shattered the American scheme to create “two Chinas,” compelled the United States to reassess its China policy, and helped bring about relative stability in the Taiwan Strait region — an operation of major historical significance.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

From the beginning of the 1950s, the Nationalist authorities, with American support, repeatedly sent army, navy, and air forces to use Kinmen, Mazu, and other islands as forward outposts, carrying out harassment and sabotage operations against the southeastern coast of the mainland, in an attempt to “counterattack the mainland.” Using Kinmen and Mazu as springboards, they raided Meizhou, Nanri, Yangyu, Xiaolushan, Dongshan, and other islands by sea, bombed the cities of Shanghai, Ningbo, Guangzhou, Fuzhou, and Nanchang from the air, and dispatched aircraft to carry out reconnaissance and harassment over Fujian, Zhejiang, Guangdong, Jiangxi, Anhui, and the Yunnan-Guizhou plateau, causing serious harm to China. For its own strategic interests, the United States treated Taiwan as an “unsinkable aircraft carrier”; from the very start of the Korean War, it had sent its fleet into the Taiwan Strait to “prevent” any “attack” on Taiwan, dispatched military advisory groups to Taiwan, and provided economic and military aid to the Nationalist authorities, while also signing with them the “Mutual Defense Treaty,” placing the island of Taiwan under American “protection.”

On July 15, 1958, American Marine forces landed in Lebanon, intervening militarily in the Middle East, provoking international turmoil and heightening tensions in the Taiwan Strait as well. With American backing, the Nationalist authorities sought to exploit the crisis, loudly proclaiming that they were “accelerating preparations for a counterattack on the mainland,” and on July 17 ordered their army, navy, and air forces onto special combat alert. Nationalist forces organized repeated military exercises, sent aircraft to reconnoiter and provoke along the mainland coast, dispatched senior officers to Kinmen and Mazu, and Kinmen’s garrison forces periodically shelled coastal villages in Fujian. Faced with this complex and fast-changing international and domestic situation, the Party Central Committee and Chairman Mao Zedong accurately assessed the moment and made the timely strategic decision to bombard and blockade Kinmen. Chairman Mao stressed: “Support for the Arab peoples’ struggle against aggression cannot be limited to moral backing alone — it must also be backed by real action. Kinmen and Mazu are Chinese territory; striking Kinmen and Mazu, and punishing the Nationalist forces, is a matter of China’s internal affairs, one for which the enemy can find no pretext to intervene, while at the same time it exerts a restraining effect on American imperialism.”

PLA operational plan: the plan settled on an operational guideline of “striking directly at the Nationalists, indirectly at the Americans.” Through a limited military operation, it sought to punish Nationalist harassment and sabotage, thereby giving concrete support, through real action, to the peoples of the Middle East in their struggle against aggression, while simultaneously probing American strategic resolve and striking back against American encroachment on China’s sovereignty over Taiwan, safeguarding the security of China’s southeastern coast and its territorial waters, and seeking a path toward the eventual resolution of the Taiwan question.

Nationalist defensive plan: hoping to exploit the shifting situation in the Middle East, and relying on American support, the Nationalists adopted a policy of “dragging the Americans down into the water,” repeatedly carrying out military harassment against the mainland, in a vain attempt to provoke a “third world war” and thereby realize their dream of “counterattacking the mainland.”

PLA force deployment: the Central Military Commission decided to form a combined army-navy-air force firepower blockade group, under the unified command of the Fujian Front Command. The Fujian Front Command decided to organize two artillery groups. The 3rd Artillery Division headquarters, together with part of the personnel from the Military Region Artillery Command and the 28th Army’s Artillery Command, formed the Lianhe Artillery Group command, responsible for directing 16 artillery battalions plus three artillery companies and part of the Military Region’s artillery-instrument reconnaissance battalion, organized into four artillery sub-groups. Its main task was to deal a devastating blow to the Nationalist defense forces on Kinmen, destroy their artillery positions, destroy major warehouses, kill and wound enemy personnel, and blockade the airfield and sea transport lanes. The 31st Army’s Artillery Command formed the Xiamen Artillery Group command, directing 17 artillery battalions plus four artillery companies, organized into four artillery sub-groups. Its main task was to suppress and blockade the Nationalist artillery positions on Lesser Kinmen, Dadan, and Erdan Islands, kill enemy personnel, and destroy warehouses and other targets. The Central Military Commission separately established naval and air force front-line command posts, committing more than 80 vessels of various types and more than 200 aircraft of various types, with the main task of seizing command of the air and sea and coordinating with the ground artillery firepower blockade.

Nationalist force deployment: the Nationalists maintained a Defense Command at Kinmen, with six infantry divisions and special-forces units under its command, totaling more than 85,000 men. Of these, more than 72,000 men in five divisions were stationed on Greater Kinmen; one division of about 12,000 men was stationed on Lesser Kinmen; and Dadan and Erdan Islands held one reinforced battalion totaling more than 1,000 men. Kinmen Island had a total of 31 artillery battalions plus two companies, with 308 guns, and naval and air forces regularly operated in and around Kinmen’s waters.

On July 18, 1958, the Central Military Commission issued instructions to bombard and blockade Kinmen, requiring the Fuzhou Military Region to complete operational preparations as quickly as possible, and ordering the navy and air force to commit part of their strength to Fujian to take part in the operation. PLA army, navy, and air forces responded immediately, swiftly redeploying and hastening their preparations.

The Fujian Provincial Party Committee’s First Secretary and concurrently Fuzhou Military Region Political Commissar, Ye Fei, immediately convened responsible officers of the Military Region and relevant personnel to study and grasp the intent of the Central Military Commission, and decided that the Military Region’s Artillery Command should immediately organize artillery forces to move toward the Lianhe and Xiamen areas, deploying swiftly and covertly to complete operational preparations. The air force decided to organize personnel drawn from the Nanjing Military Region Air Force and the former 5th Air Corps command, departing respectively from Nanjing and Hangzhou to rendezvous with the 1st Air Corps at Luotangshan, Jinjiang, Fujian, forming the Fuzhou Military Region Air Force Command on July 24, with the former commander of the Volunteer Army Air Force, Nie Fengzhi, appointed commander of the Fuzhou Military Region Air Force, and beginning to organize the Military Region’s air force command posts and adjust its organization, hastening battle preparations. The navy decided that the East China Sea Fleet would dispatch a naval front-line command post, with the East China Sea Fleet’s deputy commander, Peng Dequing, given unified command of naval forces along the Fujian coast; under the front command were established command posts at Yundingyan, Dongshan, Sandu’ao, Weitou, and Zhenhai.

Political Commissar Ye Fei established a front-line command post at Yundingyan, Xiamen, on July 19, exercising unified command over the army, navy, and air force. On July 23, at 11:00, he reported to the Central Military Commission that all combat preparations had been completed and that the force stood ready to act on order. On July 27, the Central Military Commission instructed that the timing of the bombardment be postponed; the various units continued to intensify their preparations. The artillery forces continued adjusting their dispositions, constructing fortifications, and stockpiling grain and fodder; the navy reinforced its strength by transferring four torpedo-boat squadrons by rail to Xiamen, where they were kept concealed and brought to combat readiness; by August 20, the air force had urgently redeployed eight flight regiments into Fujian. The army, navy, and air force underwent a further month of preparation, further solidifying their troop dispositions, material stockpiles, and operational plans.




II. Course of the Battle

The entire course of the bombardment of Kinmen can be divided into two phases — a phase of comprehensive blockade, and a phase of intermittent bombardment — over the course of which five major rounds of large-scale bombardment were carried out.


(1) Comprehensive blockade (August 23 – October 5, 1958)

On August 23, forward PLA artillery units carried out their first large-scale bombardment against Nationalist forces on Kinmen. At 5:30 p.m., 33 artillery battalions and six coastal-artillery companies concentrated their fire against the Kinmen Defense Command, two divisional headquarters, two regimental headquarters, artillery positions, vessels in Liaoluo Bay, and other targets. More than 2,600 rounds struck accurately at the headquarters of the Nationalist Defense Command at Mount Taiwu in northern Kinmen. Twenty minutes later, the Nationalist artillery on Kinmen returned fire with more than 2,000 rounds. The intense artillery duel continued for more than two hours, and PLA forces achieved a major victory. In this bombardment, PLA forces expended more than 30,000 rounds, killing or wounding more than 600 Nationalist troops, damaging one Zhongzi-class transport ship, cutting the island’s wired communications, destroying the air force’s liaison radio station, striking the airfield and radar installations, and essentially paralyzing the Nationalist command system on Greater and Lesser Kinmen, while also destroying large quantities of combat supplies. Because the bombardment happened to fall precisely during the enemy’s weekend, at a dinner banquet time, the Defense Command’s leadership was struck directly, killing Lieutenant General Deputy Commander Chao Chia-hsiang and Lieutenant General Deputy Commander Chi Hsing-wen, and wounding Lieutenant General Chief of Staff Liu Yu-chang.

On the afternoon of August 24, PLA forces began a second round of bombardment. Coastal artillery first fired on several large Nationalist transport vessels in Liaoluo Bay; struck by the shells, the enemy ships immediately fled the harbor, and once outside, came under attack from PLA torpedo boats that had been positioned in advance, sinking one Zhongzi-class ship and damaging another, which was later towed away with the assistance of American vessels.

On August 25, the Nationalist air force’s 5th and 11th Groups sent more than 40 F-86 aircraft to operate over Kinmen and its surrounding airspace, with eight of them intruding over Xiamen and Zhangzhou. The 27th Regiment of the 9th Division, Fuzhou Military Region Air Force, took off from Zhangzhou airfield with eight MiG-17 aircraft to intercept, but for a long time could not locate the enemy aircraft. On the return flight, near the airfield, PLA pilot flying aircraft No. 3 spotted four enemy aircraft and immediately attacked, shooting down two enemy planes, but the pilot, Liu Weimin, was mistakenly killed by PLA ground anti-aircraft fire. On the night of the 25th, the front command decided to blockade the Kinmen airfield with artillery fire. On the 26th, PLA forces struck and destroyed one further enemy transport aircraft.

On August 27, the Fuzhou Military Region’s deputy political commissar, Liu Shanben, and deputy commander Zhang Yiqiang, reported the past few days’ fighting to Chairman Mao Zedong, Peng Dehuai, and the Fuzhou Military Region commander Han Xianchu and political commissar Ye Fei, who were then in Beijing for a meeting, and proposed that going forward the force should be prepared for the enemy to engage in counter-battery fire, counter-blockade efforts, and counter-bombing operations. PLA forces resolved to use coastal artillery and torpedo boats to blockade Liaoluo Bay, to conduct the bombardment on an irregular schedule, to seek to shoot down more enemy aircraft during aerial engagements, and to refrain for now from bombing Kinmen itself. The Central Military Commission approved this resolution. Thereafter, the bombardment shifted to sporadic harassing fire, aimed chiefly at blockading Kinmen’s airfield and the waters of Liaoluo Bay by artillery fire, essentially cutting off Nationalist sea and air transport. From August 23 to September 2, the average daily volume of supplies reaching Kinmen fell to only 5.5 percent of previous levels. Kinmen was now essentially under complete PLA artillery blockade, and the garrison found itself in dire straits; the Nationalist authorities turned to the United States for support.

Since July, the United States had been steadily reinforcing the Taiwan Strait, transferring 37 warships of various types from the Sixth Fleet, the American mainland, Okinawa, and the Philippines. Among these were five aircraft carriers and three heavy cruisers, together with more than 130 concentrated air force aircraft and more than 300 carrier-based aircraft. This bombardment of Kinmen drew in more than 200,000 American troops, thereby pinning down substantial enemy strength militarily and providing effective support to the Arab peoples’ righteous struggle.

At the urging of the Nationalist authorities, the United States openly issued statements interfering in China’s internal affairs. On September 4, 1958, the U.S. Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, issued a statement: “The joint resolution of Congress authorizes the President to use the armed forces of the United States to secure and protect Kinmen, Mazu, and related positions.” This was a deliberate provocation, an attempt to widen the scope of the conflict.

In order to strengthen its position in the diplomatic struggle and probe the true intentions of the United States, the Chinese government issued its own statement the same day: “Our country’s territorial sea shall extend 12 nautical miles” (under international norms, a country’s territorial sea may be set anywhere from 3 to 12 nautical miles from its coastline; in 1954 the Central Military Commission had internally set it at 6 nautical miles), and announced that “beginning September 4, the bombardment is temporarily suspended,” in order to observe how the United States would react.

On September 5, Premier Zhou Enlai issued a statement reaffirming that Taiwan, Penghu, Kinmen, and Mazu were Chinese sovereign territory, that no foreign country had any right to interfere, and sharply condemning the American government’s war provocations, warning that the American government must bear full responsibility for any serious consequences that might result. Disregarding this statement from the Chinese government, on September 7 the United States openly sent warships into Chinese territorial waters to escort Nationalist vessels, believing that with American warships providing cover, the Nationalist ships could proceed without fear. In order to strike at this provocation and at the Nationalist reliance on American support, while also serving the needs of the broader diplomatic struggle, the Central Military Commission directed that the bombardment continue, but that American vessels not be fired upon.

On the morning of September 8, American warships continued escorting two Nationalist landing ships loaded with ammunition, supplies, and personnel, intruding into Chinese territorial waters. In response, forward Fujian artillery carried out a third round of bombardment at 12:43 p.m., using 42 artillery battalions plus six companies to strike fiercely at the Nationalist landing ships approaching Liaoluo Bay and other important targets on the islands, expending more than 20,000 rounds, sinking or damaging one landing ship each. As PLA forces opened fire, the escorting American warships, ignoring the Nationalist vessels’ distress calls, fled swiftly out to sea, retreating to observe from more than 12 nautical miles south of Liaoluo, never daring to act.

On September 11, four Nationalist transport ships and seven combat vessels, again escorted by four American warships, entered the waters off Kinmen and Xiamen beginning at 11:19 a.m. At 2:57 p.m., forward Fujian artillery carried out a fourth round of bombardment, using 40 artillery battalions plus six companies in a powerful concentration of fire against the three Nationalist warships that had pressed close to shore and important ground targets on the islands of Kinmen, expending more than 25,000 rounds; the American and Nationalist warships immediately fled the combat zone. This bombardment destroyed ten military installations of various types and damaged one enemy transport aircraft.

From September 13 onward, PLA artillery carried out sporadic harassing fire, day and night without letup, killing or wounding an average of 60 to 70 Nationalist troops daily, forcing the enemy to shift from operating on open ground to sheltering within fortifications. Once PLA artillery shifted to sporadic harassing fire, the enemy stepped up its air harassment. On September 17, the American air force took over responsibility for defending Taiwan itself, and sent aircraft to patrol the airspace over the Taiwan Strait, providing night cover for Nationalist aircraft dropping supplies to Kinmen.

Having failed in its attempts at intimidation, the Nationalist military, in an effort to escape the predicament of Kinmen’s blockade, repeatedly changed its methods of sea transport — first attempting to bring small vessels directly to shore, and when that failed, switching to amphibious vehicles to unload directly onto the beach, at times landing as many as 50 vehicles a day. Beginning September 5, the enemy switched to airdrops; after daytime drops were struck by PLA fire, these shifted to nighttime drops, at times as many as 100 sorties a day. Even so, for a force of more than 85,000 men, these meager supplies amounted to no more than a drop in the bucket, doing nothing to resolve the crisis. By October 6, over the preceding 44 days, total enemy transport volume reached only 4,772 tons, an average of 108 tons per day — just 26.1 percent of the normal daily volume of 400 tons. After September 14, the volume increased somewhat, but still averaged only 171 tons per day, just 42.7 percent of normal levels. Losses in transit were also substantial, and Nationalist forces were unable to break free of the blockade.

The American government, hoping to “extricate” itself from the Kinmen-Mazu question, changed its strategy, seeking to take advantage of the Nationalist authorities’ difficult position to lure them into abandoning the coastal islands. At the Sino-American talks in Warsaw, the American side once again played at proposing a ceasefire while scheming to create “two Chinas.” The Nationalist authorities could not survive without American backing, and yet if they followed the American approach of abandoning the coastal islands, the spiritual pillar of their “counterattack on the mainland” would inevitably collapse, making it difficult to hold their position together internally — leaving the Nationalist authorities in a genuinely difficult bind.

Proceeding from the goal of sustaining a long-term strategic struggle, Chairman Mao Zedong offered a vivid metaphor, comparing the struggle here to a noose fastened around the neck of American imperialism. The Party Central Committee and Chairman Mao decided to keep this noose — Kinmen and Mazu — in place, continuing to hold the American neck in its grip, so as to give China greater latitude in comprehensively resolving the questions of Taiwan, Penghu, Kinmen, and Mazu.



(2) Intermittent bombardment (October 6–31, 1958)

On October 6, National Defense Minister Peng Dehuai issued the “Message to Compatriots in Taiwan,” proposing that talks be held and the matter resolved peacefully, and announced that the bombardment of Kinmen would be suspended for seven days beginning October 6, to allow the people and troops of Taiwan, Penghu, Kinmen, and Mazu to freely receive supplies, but on the condition that no American escort be provided — otherwise the bombardment would resume immediately.

On October 13, PLA forces again announced a further two-week suspension of the bombardment, again on condition of no American escort. But from the night of the 19th, the Taiwan authorities once again used American naval escort, and at 3:00 p.m. on the 20th, PLA forces announced the resumption of the bombardment. At 3:57 p.m., forward artillery units carried out a fifth round of bombardment, using 32 artillery battalions plus seven companies to strike the ships in Liaoluo Bay and Kinmen’s artillery positions, airfield, wharves, and warehouses, expending nearly 9,000 rounds, striking four Nationalist Zhongzi-class transport ships, one large cargo ship, one transport aircraft, and more than ten defensive positions and observation posts.

On October 25, National Defense Minister Peng Dehuai once again issued the “Message to Compatriots in Taiwan,” announcing that forward artillery would refrain from striking Kinmen’s airfield, the Liaoluo Bay wharf, beaches, and vessels on even-numbered days, so that the military and civilian compatriots on the islands of Kinmen could receive adequate supplies — but still on condition that no American escort be used.

On October 31, the Central Military Commission decided: “Going forward, on even-numbered days, no target of any kind will be fired upon, so that Nationalist personnel can move about freely outside their fortifications and get some sun, in order to facilitate their long-term ability to hold the position; on odd-numbered days, a modest amount of shelling may continue, generally not exceeding 200 rounds.” This transformed the “four days no fire out of every ten” pattern of the bombardment’s even-numbered days into a rule of “fire on odd days, no fire on even days.”

From this point on, PLA bombardment of Kinmen shifted to sporadic harassing fire as the primary mode, alternating between firing and pausing, half firing and half not, with the overall guiding principle being: “blockade without strangling, strike without invading.” With this, the main combat operations of the Kinmen bombardment campaign came to an end.





III. Analysis

The Bombardment of Kinmen was an island-blockade campaign carried out jointly by the army, navy, and air force, with the primary aims of crushing Nationalist harassment and sabotage against the mainland and countering American aggression against Taiwan and its armed intervention in the Middle East. It was a special kind of campaign — at once a military engagement and, even more so, a political and diplomatic one; it carried both a punitive character and a demonstrative one. The strategic decision-making, operational guidance, tactical application, and command artistry displayed in the bombardment of Kinmen are without parallel among ordinary military campaigns. More than fifty years later, reflecting back on this campaign offers deep insight into how the Party Central Committee and Chairman Mao made military decisions from the standpoint of political and diplomatic necessity, and into how the campaign’s commanders translated the Party Central Committee and Chairman Mao’s decisions into every aspect of the campaign’s conduct, fully and accurately carrying out the Central Committee and Chairman Mao’s strategic decisions — lessons that remain of real practical significance today for military preparation against “Taiwan independence.”


(1) Military action was, from beginning to end, guided by political and diplomatic necessity

Throughout the entire course of the bombardment of Kinmen, the Party Central Committee and Chairman Mao consistently viewed military questions from the vantage point of politics and diplomacy. For example, before the bombardment began, when Chairman Mao was briefed by Ye Fei on the operational plan for bombarding Kinmen, he raised only a single question: would this risk killing Americans? When Ye Fei answered that it might, Chairman Mao considered the matter in silence for more than ten minutes; and when told again that this outcome could not be entirely avoided, Chairman Mao spent an entire night in thought before finally, the next day, deciding to proceed with the bombardment as planned. This shows that in deciding to bombard Kinmen, Chairman Mao consistently approached the matter from the standpoint of politics and diplomacy, weighing the implications for Sino-American relations with the utmost care.

After ten days of large-scale bombardment, Kinmen had been completely blockaded. At this point, senior commanders — including Ye Fei — all believed that the next objective should be to land and seize Kinmen outright, and frontline officers and soldiers were itching to press forward. Yet Chairman Mao and the Central Military Commission suddenly made the decision to halt the bombardment. This was precisely an expression of Chairman Mao’s and the Central Military Commission’s skill in approaching problems from a political standpoint. Politically, Chairman Mao judged, from the strategic aim of tying down the United States, holding the Nationalist regime in check, and widening the rift between the Americans and the Nationalists, that keeping Kinmen and Mazu in Chiang Kai-shek’s hands was more advantageous than capturing them outright. As Chairman Mao himself put it: “Taiwan, Chinese territory, Lebanon, and all of America’s overseas military bases are so many nooses around the neck of American imperialism. By keeping Kinmen and Mazu as a noose, we continue to hold America’s neck in our grip, shattering its scheme to divide the strait and create a permanent partition, or to fabricate ‘two Chinas,’ so as to give ourselves greater latitude in comprehensively resolving the questions of Taiwan, Penghu, Kinmen, and Mazu.” Thereafter, PLA forces, following the flexible strategy of “both stabilizing the Nationalist garrison on Kinmen and tying down the Americans,” adopted in the second phase a pattern of intermittent bombardment, alternately firing and not, “striking without invading, blockading without strangling,” firmly holding the initiative in the struggle. The practice of symbolic bombardment on odd-numbered days was meant to counter the American scheme of a “ceasefire” and Chiang Kai-shek’s stubborn refusal to negotiate, signaling that the state of war remained ongoing, thereby continuing to keep the United States tangled up in this “noose” of Kinmen and Mazu, unable to extricate itself; the suspension of fire on even-numbered days amounted, in practice, to lifting the blockade, deliberately allowing Nationalist forces to continue holding Kinmen, both to further widen the rift between the Americans and Chiang Kai-shek, and to signal to the Taiwan authorities and to the broader military and civilian population there China’s sincere wish for a peaceful resolution across the strait. Whether “striking without invading, blockading without strangling,” or “firing only on Nationalist ships, never on American ones,” all of it was guided by political and diplomatic considerations.

This campaign — which Eisenhower himself derided as a “farcical war” — was, from beginning to end, directly grasped and directed by Chairman Mao and the Central Military Commission. Firing and pausing, pausing and firing, no fire on even days and fire on odd days — Chairman Mao skillfully fused military struggle with political and diplomatic struggle, wielding command of the campaign’s initiative with ease and skillfully steering the course of the conflict, achieving rich and substantial results. Decades later, General Ye Fei, recalling with deep admiration Chairman Mao’s personal direction of the bombardment of Kinmen, remarked: “The Chairman’s political strategy, military strategy, and diplomatic strategy were truly brilliant — the Americans and the Nationalists were both led entirely by the nose by the Chairman’s masterful strategy. Even the firing of the guns turned into a kind of special dialogue among the three of us — America, the Nationalists, and ourselves — a negotiation that took place nowhere near any negotiating table. This is truly a wonder in the annals of Chinese and world military history.”



(2) The timing of the operation was chosen, from beginning to end, with the overall strategic and operational picture in view

The bombardment of Kinmen is a classic example of seizing the right moment. Its timing was chosen with great care. On the surface, the bombardment of Kinmen began as a military strike, but in truth it was a catalyst of international political struggle. The Middle East crisis was the fuse that set off the bombardment of Kinmen, and the Middle East crisis was itself an important part of the broader international political struggle. As a concrete act of support for the Arab peoples’ struggle against American aggression, the bombardment of Kinmen was also an important component of the Chinese Communist Party’s struggle against the United States and against the Nationalists, and it also served the political need of stirring domestic enthusiasm for national construction. The timing of the bombardment of Kinmen was thus chosen with an eye to the broader developments in the international and domestic struggle.

From the standpoint of strategic timing, it was highly astute of the Party Central Committee and Chairman Mao to fix the bombardment of Kinmen within the larger international context created by the outbreak of the Middle East crisis. After 1955, the United States and the Nationalist authorities showed no willingness to cooperate with China’s peace proposals, and instead further intensified their military deployments in the Taiwan Strait, keeping the strait in a state of continuous unrest. Talks had broken down at the end of 1957. This signaled that the United States intended to further stir up tension in the region, posing a serious threat to China’s efforts to maintain peace. In order to punish the Nationalist forces and compel the United States to return to the negotiating table with China, the Party Central Committee and Chairman Mao had long been seeking an opportunity to bring the Taiwan question back into international and domestic attention, in hopes of resolving it. By the time the Middle East crisis broke out in 1958, the Nationalist authorities had already deployed a third of their ground forces on the outlying islands, and had stepped up harassment operations against the mainland using Kinmen and Mazu as bases. Just at this moment, the United States, under the pretext of “protecting Lebanese sovereignty,” openly sent in troops, drawing worldwide attention. The Party Central Committee and Chairman Mao resolved to seize this moment to raise the Taiwan question anew. Doing so offered the advantage of tightly linking the Taiwan question to the broader international strategic aim of supporting the Middle Eastern peoples’ struggle against the United States, allowing the two regional struggles to reinforce and support one another, mutually coordinated and mutually reinforcing. It is clear from this that the Middle East crisis presented an excellent opportunity for the bombardment of Kinmen.

With all the strategic conditions in place, Chairman Mao’s strategic thinking had already matured; what remained was the operational question of how to seize the specific moment. At the Central Military Commission meeting of July 18, it was decided that the bombardment of Kinmen would begin on July 25. Just as several hundred PLA guns stood aimed at Kinmen, PLA intelligence learned that two Nationalist divisions were about to rotate into Kinmen for garrison duty; the Central Military Commission accordingly changed its plan, postponing the bombardment to the 27th. But by the 27th, Chairman Mao wrote to Peng Dehuai: “I couldn’t sleep, thinking it over. It might be slightly better to hold off striking Kinmen and Mazu for now. Don’t fire for the time being — watch how the situation develops. Whether or not the enemy rotates its garrison, we won’t fire either way. Let him make the unreasonable move first, and then we counterattack. The liberation of the Middle East will take time — and we, too, have time. Why rush?” At this point, it also happened that the Soviet leader Khrushchev was visiting China, making it advisable to postpone the bombardment of Kinmen for a time as well. On August 22, the U.N. General Assembly’s emergency session discussed and passed a proposal, put forward by various Arab states, calling for the withdrawal of American troops from the Middle East. On August 23, Chairman Mao ordered a large-scale bombardment of Kinmen to begin. The timing of this decision was extremely well chosen: once the proposal calling for American withdrawal from the Middle East had passed, tensions there would begin to ease, and international attention would then shift toward the Taiwan region — a development that would aid China’s struggle. From all of this, it is clear that Chairman Mao exercised extraordinarily careful, meticulous thought in seizing the right moment. And it was precisely because the timing was so well chosen that, the moment the guns fired, it immediately “stirred a thousand-foot wave with a single stone.”

Judging from how the timing of the bombardment of Kinmen was chosen, Chairman Mao, proceeding from the overall picture, took the long view, and, amid an intricate and fast-changing international situation, selected precisely the most fitting moment — providing correct strategic guidance that gave PLA forces the strategic and operational advantage on the battlefield.



(3) Combat preparation was, from beginning to end, organized around the needs of actual combat

From the day the Party Central Committee made its decision on July 17 to July 26, when the participating units moved into their firing positions, the force carried out intense, orderly pre-battle preparations. Chairman Mao stressed: “the principle of ‘never fight a battle without being prepared’ must be firmly upheld.” Participating units then spent a further month in pre-battle preparation. Drawing on the PLA’s unique political strengths, the troops overcame wind, rain, poor roads, and every other difficulty, completing every item of combat preparation on schedule to actual-combat standards, laying the foundation for victory in the bombardment of Kinmen.

First, drawing up the operational plan in a way tailored to actual conditions, with careful and meticulous preparation. From receipt of the order to the completion of firing preparations, only eight days were allotted for the bombardment of Kinmen. Within these eight days, a war council had to be convened, missions assigned, dispositions studied, on-the-ground reconnaissance organized, the movement of participating units organized, field fortifications constructed, combat formations deployed, and firing preparations completed. Most participating units had, until then, been carrying out garrison and training duties scattered across Fujian, with some units located as far as 380 kilometers from the operational area. The participating artillery included not only field artillery but also organic unit artillery, border-defense garrison artillery, and coastal artillery; some belonged to the local military district, and others had rotated in from other regions; and the equipment itself was extremely varied — domestically produced, Soviet-made, American-made, Japanese-made, and French-made guns — with both motorized artillery and horse-drawn artillery among the mix. Given this, the front command undertook careful planning and thorough preparation, overcoming every difficulty, and drew up a practical, workable operational action plan, ensuring the force could deploy in an orderly fashion.

Second, overcoming harsh weather to get forces into position on schedule. Before July 1958, PLA units stationed in Fujian were scattered across the interior of the province; upon receiving the order, the various artillery units swiftly concentrated and moved day and night toward Xiamen and Lianhe. This period happened to fall during typhoon season, with continuous violent storms and mountain floods; roads and railways suffered extensive damage, with more than 40 major bridges washed out, adding great difficulty to the force’s movements. PLA officers and men, drawing on their fine tradition of fearing neither hardship nor fatigue, and despite tight schedules, heavy tasks, and terrible weather, braved the driving storms, working alongside local government and organized civilian groups to urgently repair and reinforce roads and bridges amid the mud, ensuring the force arrived on schedule. Once in position, units worked around the clock constructing fortifications. In some companies, after several days of working continuously in the mud, 75 percent of personnel suffered rotted, infected feet from prolonged immersion; some soldiers fell asleep on the ground clutching their rice bowls, yet not a single person complained. Through a month of hardship and toil before the battle, officers and men built, from nothing, a network of camouflaged artillery firing positions crisscrossing the region like a dense spider’s web, creating the initial conditions favorable for the coming large-scale, sustained bombardment.

Third, employing multiple methods of observation and reconnaissance, and precisely calculating firing data. During the preparation and course of the battle, PLA forces intensified reconnaissance of the enemy and gathered enemy intelligence extensively. Because firing across the strait was heavily affected by weather conditions, with the guns positioned at considerable distance from their targets, PLA forces strengthened survey and meteorological support in order to improve firing accuracy. In siting observation posts, PLA forces adopted a system combining deep echelons, mutual flank support, and coordination between near and far posts. Along the more than 50-kilometer front stretching from Weitou in the east to Zhenhai in the west, as many as 160 observation posts were established at the peak. In terms of method, main observation posts were combined with auxiliary and mobile observation posts. In terms of technique, apart from optical observation as the basic method, sound-ranging, radar, photography, reconnaissance, and the interrogation of prisoners were also employed, in order to establish the precise location of key targets. For several hundred targets on Kinmen, ground artillery reconnaissance relied essentially on triangulated observation from three intersecting posts, with baseline lengths ranging from 800 to 3,700 meters, precisely calculating the firing data for every gun against every target.

Although PLA forces carried out meticulous preparation in many respects, given that our normal peacetime combat readiness had been insufficient, a number of deeply instructive lessons emerged as well. First, the operational plan itself was inadequately prepared. The plan for the artillery bombardment and blockade of Kinmen had been drawn up by the Military Region Artillery Command back in February 1958, but this amounted to no more than a written plan on paper; only once the Central Military Commission approved it did preparatory work actually begin. Not until early July did the Military Region’s senior artillery officers organize personnel to conduct on-the-ground reconnaissance. As a result, when the order to bombard Kinmen was received on July 19, the force found itself caught rather off guard, which directly affected the troops’ movements. Second, road logistics were inadequate. In ordinary times, only three roads were usable in the Lianhe area, and no preparations had been made for the possibility that key bridges might be destroyed. Because the Quanzhou Bridge was washed out by floodwater, many artillery units were held up at Quanzhou, significantly slowing the pace of their movement.



(4) The operation’s true intent was, from beginning to end, carefully concealed to ensure the effect of the initial surprise strike

Chairman Mao demanded, before the bombardment of Kinmen, that the operation’s surprise be fully assured. PLA artillery had to concentrate large numbers of troops and equipment along the coast facing Kinmen and carry out extensive fortification work, all while somehow escaping the notice of the Nationalist garrison across the strait — one can well imagine how difficult this was. To ensure the surprise of the bombardment operation, every participating unit racked its brains, thinking of every possible method and adopting a wide range of measures.

First, blocking the enemy’s ears. At the time, Nationalist agents were numerous along the Fujian front — some arriving by sea, some dropped from the air, and some already hidden and dormant in the area. Before the bombardment, PLA forces both strengthened combat readiness across the theater and, in cooperation with local government, worked to evacuate the population from the combat zone, leaving only a small number of thoroughly politically vetted core militia at the front. This filtered and cleansed the security environment at the front, depriving Nationalist agents of any soil in which to operate, leaving them unable to gain a foothold — effectively blocking the ears of the Taiwan authorities and the Kinmen garrison.

Second, covering the enemy’s nose. In the more than a month before the bombardment of Kinmen, PLA forces did not fire a single round at Kinmen — particularly the long-range guns, which posed no threat to targets in depth on the island, such as Liaoluo Bay or the airfield. To avoid exposing the intent to bombard, no artillery piece was permitted to carry out test firing; instead, precise calculation methods were used to determine the firing data in advance, so that the Nationalist forces could not detect PLA intentions from the smoke of test rounds — thereby creating the conditions for the first bombardment to strike with devastating, overwhelming effect and cause severe damage to fortifications and military installations on Kinmen.

Third, blinding the enemy’s eyes. Continuous heavy rain caused many difficulties for the movement and construction work of the artillery units, but it also had one benefit: it obscured the Nationalist forces’ line of sight. So it was precisely during the worst weather that units worked hardest. Troop movements generally took place after nightfall; once in position, camouflage was immediately applied, so that by daylight the appearance of the position looked no different from the day before. The East China Sea Fleet’s torpedo-boat squadron moved covertly southward to Xiamen using a method of “sailing on land” — personnel traveled entirely in army uniform, and only after nightfall were the boats loaded onto flatbed trucks and transported to the naval wharf, where they were lowered one by one into the water using cranes. This measure completely evaded detection by Nationalist military and intelligence reconnaissance. The air force, in redeploying to its new bases, likewise adopted concealed flight routes, reduced altitude, and other methods to conceal its intentions.

Fourth, numbing the enemy’s nerves. Before the operation began, PLA forces organized units to move openly in daylight, in plain view of positions visible from the enemy-held islands, retreating back to their original positions at night under cover of darkness, leading the enemy to mistake this activity for routine exercises. In the month before the bombardment, PLA forces deliberately created a degree of activity in the direction of Fuzhou — aircraft at Longtian airfield near Fuzhou would occasionally take off, and occasional artillery rounds were fired toward Mazu — creating the false impression among the Taiwan authorities that PLA forces intended to strike Mazu instead. On August 11, Chiang Kai-shek even dispatched a Marine division to reinforce the Mazu garrison. It was precisely this series of measures — “emptying the enemy’s mind” and thoroughly concealing PLA intentions — that guaranteed the surprise of the bombardment of Kinmen, achieving the intended strategic and operational effect of “thunder heard where all was silent.”



(5) Combat tactics were, from beginning to end, kept flexible and varied to maximize striking effect

In the course of the bombardment of Kinmen, PLA forces continually summed up lessons learned and adopted a variety of tactical methods, actively implementing the operational principle of “speed, accuracy, and economy,” steadily raising the level of tactical and technical proficiency and striking effect.

First, in the employment of forces, concentrated fire was combined with sporadic harassing fire. In troop deployment, the 11 battalions of large-caliber, long-range artillery were concentrated entirely in the Lianhe area, allowing complete control and blockade of every target on Greater Kinmen; on the Xiamen front, more than 200 old and new artillery pieces were deployed capable of firing on Lesser Kinmen and Dadan and Erdan Islands (against only about 40 defending guns on Lesser Kinmen), achieving an overwhelming four-to-one advantage. In fire planning, six artillery battalions were concentrated to strike the Defense Command specifically — two battalions targeting the headquarters of the 58th Division, and four battalions targeting the headquarters of the 9th Division. By concentrating fire against these critical targets, PLA forces achieved a decisive first strike, inflicting heavy casualties and destruction on the enemy. Once the initial bombardment phase concluded, and as the situation developed, PLA forces extensively carried out sporadic harassing fire. Chairman Mao gave specific instructions: “Fire sporadically day and night, around the clock — especially at night, and especially within three li of Liaoluo Bay — firing sporadic rounds (200 or 300 per day), keeping the enemy in a state of alarm day and night, allowing them no peace — this offers great advantage. At the very least, it offers a real, if modest, benefit.” Kinmen’s Nationalist frontline correspondents initially reported: “In recent times, the number of Communist rounds fired has dropped sharply, indicating their ammunition reserves are clearly running low, and their transport is having considerable difficulty; their offensive appears to be at its last gasp…” Later, they wrote instead: “The Communist artillery has recently adopted a kind of ‘mosquito tactic,’ coming and going without a trace, appearing here and there unpredictably, no one knowing when it might suddenly strike again with a single bite. Though it poses no great threat to our forces, it is thoroughly vexing and unwelcome.”

Second, in target selection, priority targets were combined with general coverage. The bombardment of Kinmen achieved its intended effect largely because, especially in the large-scale artillery blockade of the first phase, PLA forces grasped the key targets of the enemy and carried out a comprehensive strike, keeping the enemy passive and on the defensive throughout. This meant, first, striking the enemy’s command system — the Defense Command; second, striking the enemy’s firepower system — its artillery positions; third, blockading the enemy’s sea transport system — the shipping lanes of Liaoluo Bay; and fourth, blockading the enemy’s airfield. After two rounds of blockade, the Nationalist forces were compelled to change their method of sea transport, shifting from daytime to nighttime operations, with ships anchoring outside Liaoluo Bay rather than docking directly, and relying instead on small craft and amphibious vehicles to ferry supplies ashore, while switching to nighttime airdrops for aerial resupply. At the same time, PLA artillery adjusted its own dispositions accordingly, using concentrated, tightly coordinated fire to sever communications among the various islands of Kinmen, preventing them from supporting one another, while long-range artillery blockaded Kinmen’s airfield, hampering the enemy’s ability to land aircraft. During the phase of sporadic harassing fire, PLA forces focused chiefly on striking exposed personnel, vehicles, key transport routes, warehouses, anti-aircraft positions, radar stations, the airfield (whenever enemy aircraft were taking off or landing), tunnel entrances, command posts, wharves, and other important targets.

Third, in specific methods, standard approaches were combined with special ones. In the first large-scale bombardment on August 23, PLA forces relied on a sudden, ferocious concentration of fire to inflict devastating casualties on the enemy. During the fighting, PLA forces combined the use of basic artillery positions with mobile and roving artillery. At the same time, dummy positions were set up and explosive charges detonated at them, creating a mixture of real and fake, true and false, making it difficult for the enemy to judge which was which, hard to fix coordinates for counter-battery fire, and wasting the enemy’s return fire and ammunition on empty targets. Through flexible tactics, PLA forces struck and inflicted casualties on the enemy suddenly and fiercely, while better avoiding and reducing PLA casualties, achieving the goal of destroying the enemy while preserving PLA strength.







Part Seven: Urban Warfare




Chapter 72: The Siege of Constantinople

(April 15 – May 29, 1453)

The Siege of Constantinople was the classic fortress siege by which the Ottoman Empire brought about the destruction of the Byzantine Empire. The operation began on April 15, 1453 and ended on May 29, lasting a month and a half. The Ottoman sultan Mehmed II led more than 70,000 infantry, more than 20,000 cavalry, and 320 warships against Constantinople; inside the city, the Byzantine garrison numbered more than 8,000 ground troops, with a naval force of more than 20 large sailing warships at sea. In this campaign, Ottoman forces, at enormous cost, finally captured Constantinople; the ancient Byzantine Empire fell with it, and the Ottoman Empire thereafter entered its golden age. This case fully illustrates the fundamental influence that a state’s overall national strength, its political system, and its preparedness for war exert on the outcome of a conflict. It stands as a classic example of how political, economic, cultural, social, and military factors together determine the fate of a war, and offers important reference value for the study of strategic and operational command.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

During the reign of Constantine I, the Eastern Roman Empire’s territory encompassed the Balkan Peninsula of Europe (excluding Illyria), Asia Minor, Armenia, Syria, Palestine, and the upper reaches of Mesopotamia in Asia, as well as Egypt and Libya in Africa — a great empire spanning three continents: Europe, Asia, and Africa.

By the Middle Ages, Constantinople had become a marketplace to which ships from all over the world converged, the wealthiest and most densely populated metropolis in Europe. As Marx put it: “Constantinople is the golden bridge between East and West.” Byzantine culture had once formed the pinnacle of early medieval European civilization, making an important contribution to the inheritance and development of classical Western civilization, occupying a position of considerable importance in the history of European civilization, and earning renown as one of the brightest jewels in the history of medieval European civilization.

On February 9, 1451, the Turkish ruler Mehmed II declared himself sultan. Mehmed II, the son of a beautiful Albanian slave woman, is regarded as one of the most remarkable figures in the history of the East. He ascended the throne at only 21 years of age. Mehmed II was known as “the Drinker of Blood” — suspicious by nature, quick to anger, and exceptionally cruel and merciless. And yet he was also a man of great intelligence, fluent in five foreign languages, an avid reader, fond of poetry and the arts, and well versed in philosophy and theology. He personally led military campaigns into Europe more than 20 times, and was especially skilled in the tactics and technique of artillery — from a historical perspective, Mehmed II may be regarded as the first great commander to master the use of artillery. He studied the biographies of some of history’s most outstanding figures with great depth — men such as Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, and Augustus. Above all, he was ambitious, determined to achieve something even greater than these towering figures of history. He therefore set his sights first on Constantinople, the thousand-year-old capital. By this time, the declining Byzantine Empire’s territory had shrunk to little more than the capital city and a few nearby towns. In 1430, Mehmed II had already sent troops to occupy Thessaloniki, surrounding Constantinople by land and sea, leaving the Byzantine Empire with nothing left but the pitiful remnant of Constantinople and the small area immediately around it.

Ottoman operational plan: Mehmed II planned first to clear away Constantinople’s outlying strongholds, and to use his navy to seize the surrounding islands, cutting Constantinople off entirely from the outside world and placing it under total isolation. He would then adopt a strategy of a primarily land-based assault supported by a secondary naval effort, using the tremendous power of his artillery to bombard the ancient city, followed by continuous, uninterrupted infantry assaults, with the aim of seizing the city in one decisive stroke.

Byzantine defensive plan for the city: the Byzantine emperor intended to rely on the city’s formidable walls and fortifications, defend by both land and water, inflict heavy attrition on the attacking enemy, and wait patiently while conserving strength, holding firm until relief arrived, hoping that support from the West would eventually force the Turks to abandon their siege of their own accord.

Ottoman force deployment: Mehmed II divided his entire army into four corps. The 1st Corps, under Zaganos Pasha, was tasked with watching over Galata harbor and building bridges at both ends of the Golden Horn, in preparation for an assault on the wooden gates. The 2nd Corps, under Karaca Pasha, was tasked with attacking the walls between the Wooden Gate and the Gate of Adrianople. The 3rd Corps, under Ishak Pasha, was tasked with attacking the walls between the Gate of St. Romanus and the Golden Gate. The 4th Corps, under Halil Pasha, was tasked with attacking the sector between the 2nd and 3rd Corps, in the valley of the Lycus River — which was also the main axis of the assault for the entire siege operation.

Byzantine defensive deployment for the city: the Byzantine emperor personally selected a group of commanders for the city’s defense, most notably Giovanni Giustiniani, appointed commander-in-chief of the city’s defenses, a renowned soldier of the age. If Constantinople still had any hope at all, it was largely because Giustiniani’s arrival brought a ray of light to a city otherwise shrouded in gloom and despair. Based on the enemy’s troop deployment, the emperor had already estimated the enemy’s main axis of attack, and accordingly moved his own command post to that sector. He entrusted the defense of the central section of the land walls to Giustiniani; the defense of the northern section to the Bocchiardi brothers and others; and the defense of the southern section to Theodore Kantakouzenos and others. Because of the shortage of manpower, all other directions along the walls and harbor could be assigned only a token garrison, with many towers left with no more than three or four defenders each.




II. Course of the Battle


(1) Fierce Ottoman artillery bombardment, and a grinding stalemate in the fight for the walls

On April 15, Baltaoğlu Süleyman Bey led the Ottoman fleet to anchor at Pera Bay, moving all the great cannon up to the edge of Constantinople’s moat, and, amid a chaotic din of drumming and the shouts of thousands of men, began an intense, sustained bombardment of the walls in the Lycus valley sector. The bombardment continued for three or four days but achieved little. Baltaoğlu decided to abandon this scattershot approach and instead concentrate all his cannon on a single triangular section of wall. This approach quickly succeeded in opening a breach, but the breach was just as quickly repaired by the defending soldiers and civilians. The fighting continued until April 18 without any major breakthrough, and Mehmed II decided to launch a general assault against both the walls and the chain barrier blocking the harbor simultaneously.

Once the general assault began, Ottoman soldiers let out a variety of wild war cries, shouting “Charge! Plunder!” and surged toward the moat in a great swarm. As the army’s chroniclers recorded: “The sound of cannon fire, the ringing of bells, the clash of weapons, the war cries of soldiers, the weeping of women, and the shrieking of children combined into a din so tremendous it seemed as though the very earth trembled. Thick smoke hung everywhere along the walls…” But none of this shook Giustiniani’s resolve in the slightest; he coolly ordered every weapon to open fire at once, driving the attackers back into the ditch. At the same time, Grand Duke Loukas Notaras repelled the assault of the Ottoman navy. Mehmed II’s general assault ended in failure. Constantinople still stood, unyielding, amid the smoke and fire of battle.

The failure of this first assault on the city brought Mehmed II a moment of clarity. He came to realize that only by gaining control of the Golden Horn could he pose a genuine threat to the northern sea wall — and, given the limited forces already in his hands, the Byzantine emperor could no longer afford to disperse them any further. Mehmed II decided to have part of his fleet dragged overland from the shore of the Bosphorus, then launched into a stream that flowed from west of Galata down into the Golden Horn, and sent downstream toward the Golden Horn itself. He immediately ordered thousands of laborers mobilized to build a wooden track overland, greased it with oil, and, under cover of heavy artillery fire, hauled more than 70 warships up onto shore, moved them along the track, and slid them down into the stream, delivering them into the waters of the Golden Horn.

This unexpected maneuver left the Byzantine emperor thoroughly shocked. He decided to launch a night raid against the enemy ships, but the plan was leaked from within the city and the raid failed to achieve surprise, instead meeting stubborn Ottoman resistance and ending in a crushing defeat.

At this point, some advisors urged the Byzantine emperor to flee and save himself. With tears in his eyes, the emperor said: “I beg you never to say such a thing to me again. I hope that you will never leave me, and I too will never leave you! I am resolved to die here together with all of you!”

The emperor’s resolve gave the defenders of Constantinople new hope. Amid the continuing, fierce bombardment, Ottoman forces launched fierce assaults on the walls near the Gate of St. Romanus on May 7 and May 12, with forces of 30,000 and 50,000 men respectively, but both were beaten back by Giustiniani’s troops, with Ottoman forces suffering countless casualties.

However, Ottoman reinforcements kept arriving without pause, and their numbers grew steadily larger — which brought with it a serious problem: the logistical supply for so vast a force was proving severely inadequate. Mehmed II did the math and concluded that, unless the city could be captured by the end of the month, the siege would have to be lifted for lack of supplies.

On the operational question, he also recognized that the central problem was his inability to hold onto breaches already opened by his artillery bombardment — in other words, he could not prevent the defenders from swiftly and effectively repairing every breach. So, in the assault of May 18, he employed a new siege engine, the “siege tower,” dragging this new weapon up to the edge of the moat and firing down into the city from atop it. But this method was immediately countered by Giustiniani, who ordered his defenders to roll barrels of gunpowder into the moat, and the “siege tower” was reduced to ashes in an instant.

With direct assault failing and the new weapon proving useless as well, Mehmed II turned to a tactic of tunnel mining. The mining sites were chosen near the Gate of Adrianople and Caligaria. By May 25, Ottoman forces had expended enormous effort, using dug tunnels in an attempt to blow open the walls, but this scheme, too, failed — the Ottoman sappers were either killed by explosions, cut down in combat, or suffocated and drowned. The tactic of tunnel mining likewise proved ineffective.



(2) Ottoman land and sea forces advance together, launching an uninterrupted assault

One failure after another left Mehmed II at a loss. He considered trying to induce the Byzantine emperor to surrender, but this was met with the emperor’s firm refusal. Mehmed II then convened a war council on May 26 to decide on the next course of action. At the council, some commanders argued for abandoning the siege and withdrawing the army; others argued for continuing the siege, with Zaganos Pasha in particular delivering a rousing speech, the gist of which was: Alexander the Great had conquered the entire world with an even smaller force — Mehmed II should not abandon hope, but should press on and strive for success. This exhortation proved effective, and the council decided: on May 29, a general assault would be launched simultaneously by land and sea.

This time, the operation would combine land and naval forces in a coordinated action. The operational plan called for: continuous assaults day and night without pause, committing fresh troops as opportunity allowed, with no interruption or pause permitted for any reason. The goal was to wear down the defenders until they were utterly exhausted, and then deliver the final, decisive blow, capturing the city in one stroke. The Ottoman navy’s task was to use every form of firepower to pin down the defensive strength along the sea walls, preventing it from being redeployed to reinforce the land walls. At the same time, the entire army stockpiled ample supplies for the operation, including 2,000 scaling ladders and the iron hooks and bundled firewood needed to pull down the barricades blocking the breaches.

On the morning of May 28, Mehmed II personally went to the front lines to inspect the assault troops, riding around the entire army and once more checking the pre-battle preparations. The whole army was brimming with confidence, certain that victory was now only a matter of time.

Yet within the city of Constantinople itself, the atmosphere was one of gloom; the garrison had dwindled to fewer than 4,000 men, all manner of rumors were spreading, morale was shaken, and the civilian population was in turmoil. On the evening of May 28, the faithful gathered at the Hagia Sophia to hold one final Christian religious service. The Byzantine emperor personally attended the ceremony and then bid farewell to the Patriarch. With the Byzantine Empire’s peril now imminent, holding what was, in effect, a farewell rite could only deepen the sense of despair.

Afterward, the emperor, together with Giustiniani, rode westward into the gathering dusk, arriving at the Gate of St. Romanus as twilight fell. Given how thin the defending garrison had become — too few to properly hold two lines of wall at once — the emperor decided to concentrate his forces in the open ground between the two walls, so as to be able to respond to threats against either the front or rear wall. To ensure that no defender could flee the battlefield, he ordered every city gate locked shut. Now, every soldier stood at his post, with only one way forward: to fight to the very end, the outcome to be either the repulse and slaughter of the Ottoman attackers, or death at their own posts.

At 1:30 a.m. on May 29, the Ottoman forces launched their general assault once more. Mehmed II organized the Ottoman forces attacking along the main axis in the Lycus valley into three echelons, each drawn respectively from irregular auxiliary troops, provincial troops, and the elite new army (the Janissaries). The first echelon’s task was to wear down the defenders’ ammunition and stamina, exhausting them. Amid the chaos, thousands of Ottoman soldiers rushed the moat, raising more than a thousand scaling ladders. At this point, the defenders inside the city used every form of firepower to suppress the attackers, even pouring boiling oil down onto them from above, and the first echelon’s assault failed. Immediately after, the second echelon joined the battle. The fighting grew unprecedentedly fierce; after repeated charges and clashes, the second echelon broke into the open ground within the walls, but was immediately driven back out by Giustiniani’s elite troops. Then the third echelon joined the fight at once, and the two sides fell into brutal hand-to-hand combat, advancing and retreating in turn, neither side able to gain a decisive advantage, the fighting reaching a fever pitch.



(3) A gap opens in the defenders’ line, and the thousand-year-old city finally falls

Just as the two armies were locked in this desperate, evenly matched struggle, a lapse on the part of the defenders exposed a weakness. About one kilometer north of the main axis of attack, there was a small gate that had previously been sealed shut but had only recently been reopened. Ottoman forces seized on this opportunity, sending a detachment of soldiers rushing across the moat to occupy part of the open ground; several dozen Ottoman soldiers, discovering that this small gate was entirely undefended, swarmed through it like a hive of bees. Afterward, these Ottoman soldiers, using the area near this small gate as a base, launched a fierce assault against the flank of the defending forces. The defending commanders tried to redeploy troops to seal off the breach in time, but Ottoman forces attacking from outside the wall had by this point already climbed onto the ramparts from every direction and raised the Ottoman banner, and there were simply no more troops available to spare. The Byzantine commander Bocchiardi and his brothers led their men in a desperate, do-or-die struggle, and, at great cost, managed to seal the breach and retake the lost ground. The three Ottoman assaults in the Lycus valley sector were all, one after another, beaten back by the Byzantine defenders.

At this point, the battle was still not decided, and the two sides remained locked in a grinding stalemate. Suddenly, a stray bullet struck the city’s defense commander, Giustiniani, who began bleeding profusely, his wound extremely severe. The Byzantine emperor had no choice but to order Giustiniani carried from the battlefield and sent to the rear for medical treatment. At this critical, life-or-death juncture, the departure of the commander from the front line threw the Byzantine defense into disarray. Mehmed II, observing all of this clearly, immediately ordered his general Hasan to lead fresh troops forward and launch a new assault.

At this point, the Ottoman soldiers who had broken in through the small gate were also locked in a desperate struggle with the defenders, and this drew off a considerable portion of the defenders’ strength and attention on that flank. Combined with the continuous stream of fresh Ottoman reinforcements pressing the assault along the main front without letup, the defenders gradually could no longer hold, and began falling back in defeat one after another. Mehmed II’s final assault had succeeded. Thousands of Ottoman soldiers surged over the walls, closing with the remaining defenders in brutal, close-quarters fighting, while wave after wave of reinforcements poured in behind them — and at this point, the defenders’ defeat was sealed.

The Byzantine emperor witnessed all of this with his own eyes, and did not flinch or retreat in the slightest. Leading what few men he had left, he charged once more at the enemy, crying out: “I will live or die together with my city!” Soon after, he fell in the fierce fighting.

With the death of the Byzantine emperor, the fall of Constantinople and the end of the Byzantine Empire followed close behind. Ottoman forces poured into the city from every direction, and a great massacre began. Churches were razed to the ground, homes were plundered bare, the surviving population was reduced to slavery, and so few people remained that, even decades later, Mehmed II still had to bring in settlers from elsewhere to repopulate the city.

Mehmed II, after exhausting his ingenuity, losing many men and horses, and spending vast sums of money and material, had finally captured Constantinople. Afterward, he issued a decree renaming Constantinople as Istanbul, and made it the capital of the Ottoman Empire.

Although the Byzantine Empire ceased to exist as an independent state from this point on, and its people were, for the most part, put to the sword, the Byzantine people’s indomitable, unyielding spirit of struggle has been recorded in the annals of history. Byzantine culture did not vanish with the fall of the state — it continued to exert a profound influence on the peoples of Europe for centuries afterward.





III. Analysis

Viewed purely from a military standpoint, the siege of Constantinople showed the Ottoman forces performing comparatively well in every respect — in preparation for war, in the deployment of forces, in the use of firepower, in fighting spirit and courage, and in the organization of command — and these were all important reasons for their eventual victory. As for the Byzantine forces, given the extreme disparity in numbers between the two sides, the fact that they withstood repeated, fierce Ottoman assaults, and at one point left even Mehmed II at a loss, suggests that their troop deployment, use of firepower, and combat command were also, in their own way, commendable. The reasons behind the Byzantine defeat cannot be understood merely by analyzing the operational level; rather, one must look beyond the surface of the fighting itself and examine the deeper causes of the Byzantine Empire’s defeat — the strategic and historical trajectories bound up with a state’s political system, its national and ethnic spirit, its economic foundations, and its level of war preparedness — and then compare these against its Ottoman adversary, in order to draw conclusions that can serve as a warning and inspiration for later generations.


(1) A chaotic and corrupt political system, and a nation whose spirit had grown listless

At its founding, the Byzantine Empire inherited the legacy of the Western Roman Empire, with a highly organized civil-service system and considerable administrative efficiency; most officials abided by the law and remained faithful to their duties, largely untouched by political infighting. The aristocratic class (the elite) generally received a good education and possessed a genuine sense of political responsibility. Among the Eastern Roman emperors in particular were not a few figures of real distinction — some of humble origin, some who had seized the throne by illegitimate means — but who nonetheless governed well by the measure of their actual achievements. As a result, in the early period of the Byzantine Empire’s development, its record of civil governance and military accomplishment often earned genuine admiration.

However, as the empire’s domestic industry and commerce flourished and the population grew accustomed to a high standard of living, the Byzantine people’s spirit of active enterprise gradually faded, and the state’s sole remaining aim became simply to preserve its existing wealth and territory and to live forever in comfort and ease. Thereafter, the empire appeared, on the surface, at peace, but internally it grew ever more corrupt. The civil-service system gradually broke down, extravagance became ever more widespread, and the economic and fiscal situation steadily deteriorated, with transportation and border defenses left unmaintained. The absence of a sound system of succession also gave rise to extremely chaotic court politics, repeatedly leaving the central government in a state of near-anarchy, until finally even the civil-service system that had once held the empire together broke down completely. As a result, the central government lost effective administrative authority, regional power fell into a state of fragmentation, and external enemies found openings to exploit. By the 15th century, Byzantine territory had already been whittled away by external enemies until nothing remained but Constantinople itself; the state existed in a condition of bare survival, and, above all, the spirit of the entire nation had grown listless — lacking any active initiative or will, its national spirit already aged and exhausted.

By contrast, the Turks who appeared on the world stage were a vigorous, rising nation. By the time Mehmed II assumed the Ottoman sultanate, the Ottoman Empire was at the height of its golden age. Mehmed II became famous the world over for his conquest of Constantinople. And Mehmed was not merely a conqueror — he was also an accomplished administrator and statesman, who rebuilt the Ottoman Empire’s political institutions and rationally reformed the loose, informal governing apparatus of his multilingual empire. To govern his empire, Mehmed selected the most outstanding young men through the devshirme system, sending them to be trained in palace schools. The devshirme system recruited the most talented boys from among the empire’s Christian subjects, once every five years. Graduates of the palace schools were dispatched throughout the empire to serve in civil or military posts; together with the Janissaries — the elite standing infantry corps, likewise drawn from the devshirme — these graduates formed the administrative and military elite of the Ottoman state. At this point in its history, the Ottoman Empire had turned the eastern Mediterranean into essentially its own inland sea, with the North African coastline entirely under Turkish control, and the Ottoman navy could freely harass the territories of the Habsburgs. The Ottoman Empire was not merely a great power — it was, by the 16th century, the single most powerful state in the world.



(2) A military system undermined, and the deep, lasting harm of the mercenary system

The Byzantine Empire’s long expansion was closely tied to the advanced nature of its military system. From the very founding of the empire, the Byzantine army was, in its organization, essentially a modern force, far ahead of any of its contemporaries. Its main features were as follows. First, it maintained a sound system of personnel management, with authority over the promotion and transfer of military personnel held directly by the central government, so that field commanders could not act arbitrarily on their own authority. Second, it kept the number of mercenaries low and placed strict limits on their role, using them only to form part of the central strategic reserve and to fill out the ranks of the border-defense forces. Third, it established a militia system, relying on local militia forces to help defend the frontier, while also building a network of fortified strongpoints to strengthen the defense. Fourth, it exempted militia members from taxation and granted them land, gradually establishing, in the border regions, a system combining military duty with agricultural settlement. This system bore some resemblance to the military-and-civilian administrative structure of China’s Tang dynasty. Its military organization was divided into combat and logistical branches; its combat troops were organized into cavalry, infantry, and artillery, with the elite heavy cavalry serving as the main strike force against the enemy.

However, as prosperity increased and the social status of soldiering declined, fewer and fewer people from the wealthy cities and prosperous inland regions were willing to serve in the military. By the later period of its history, as the empire lost its provinces in Asia one by one and its rural population dwindled, sources of native recruits grew ever scarcer, and the empire had no choice but to rely increasingly on foreign mercenaries — with the result that national strength declined, morale sagged, and revolts became increasingly common, leading to political instability. As territory shrank and the economy declined, the empire found itself with neither adequate troops to deploy nor sufficient funds to pay for them. Within the army, corruption became rampant and nepotism widespread. By this point, the officers and soldiers of the army were no longer driven by ambition on the battlefield, but instead pursued comfort, wealth, and political influence. General Fuller offered this assessment: “What the Byzantine army lacked was not courage, organization, or skill, but discipline, spirit, and confidence. The Byzantine army had become a hollow shell of high organization, like an egg that had rotted from the inside while its shell remained intact.”

In stark contrast to the steady decline of the Byzantine military, Ottoman military power grew ever stronger by the day — a vigorous, ambitious fighting force. Ottoman forces were rigorously trained and strictly disciplined; the army’s total strength ranged from 150,000 to 200,000, of which 15,000 formed a regular standing force subjected to extremely rigorous selection and training. These men were forbidden to marry for life and were barred from any form of luxury living — they were, in the truest sense, “warrior-monks,” and formed the most elite troops in the entire Ottoman army. The training of Ottoman officers was likewise highly systematized, enabling talented individuals to rise to prominence. To raise the level of knowledge and adaptability among their officers, Ottoman forces made extensive use of the best foreign military textbooks available for training and cultivating their officer corps. Ottoman commanders were fully the equals of the finest generals of Austria, Spain, and France.



(3) A navy in terminal decline, and national strength too depleted to sustain the war effort

The key factor behind the Byzantine Empire’s long-lasting prosperity was its integrated use of both sea power and land power, each complementing and reinforcing the other. The navy not only had to safeguard the nation’s maritime security, but, even more importantly, had to secure the sources of the empire’s wealth — that is, its industry and trade. As early as the 7th century, Byzantium had already established naval bases at strategically important points throughout the Mediterranean, and its navy adopted a regional command system, with an ever more sophisticated organizational structure. Sea power made a major contribution to the national economy, and it also complemented and reinforced land power, working in seamless coordination, forming the second pillar of the empire’s overall strategy. With naval support, the army’s strategic mobility was likewise enhanced, giving the empire’s entire defensive system a high degree of resilience. Byzantium’s enemies — the Avars, the Arabs, and the Turks — all gradually came to recognize that, unless they too possessed a first-rate navy, they could never compete with Byzantium strategically.

However, by the later period of the Byzantine Empire, not a few of its rulers were grandiose and self-indulgent, squandering national strength to excess, while repeated foreign invasions further exhausted the state’s defensive potential. In addition, although Byzantium’s economy, based on commerce and trade, was certainly capable of enriching the state, by its later period it had become excessively dependent on commercial development, while agricultural development lagged behind — unable to keep pace with the growth of commerce — undermining the very foundation of the state and accelerating the empire’s decline. By the 10th century, Byzantium’s maritime shipping industry had already shown clear signs of decline, and this in turn had a serious effect on the navy, since the navy depended on drawing experienced manpower from the maritime commercial sector. The decline of maritime commerce thus led to a weakening of naval strength, and this in turn created a vicious cycle: as the navy weakened, maritime commerce, lacking adequate protection, found it ever harder to flourish, and the result was that both the military and the economy suffered together.

In order to destroy Byzantine naval power, and also to eliminate the threat posed by Venice — then the greatest maritime power in the eastern Mediterranean — Mehmed II accelerated the buildup of his own naval forces. He drew extensively on Western shipbuilding techniques, mobilizing manpower resources from the newly conquered coastal regions of the Mediterranean, and built up a naval combat system coordinated with his land forces. By the time of the siege, Mehmed II already commanded a powerful fleet of some 320 warships of various designs — an overwhelming advantage compared with the mere handful of naval vessels the Byzantines had left by this point. And it was precisely by relying on this naval strength that the Ottoman Empire, in the later 15th century, finally crushed the Venetian fleet and became the dominant naval power in the eastern Mediterranean.



(4) War preparations left to atrophy, forcing a hasty response once national crisis was at hand

From the very founding of the Byzantine Empire, the state had always placed great emphasis on preparing for war. Most notable was the defensive infrastructure of its capital, Constantinople. The walls of Constantinople protected the entire city, running some 24 kilometers in circumference; of these, the land walls extended 6 to 7 kilometers, consisting of three layers of defense — an inner wall, an outer wall, and a breastwork — with a moat running along the inside of the breastwork, more than 20 meters wide and five meters deep, and fortified towers positioned along both the inner and outer walls. The seaward extensions of the walls were single-layer structures, extending 14 to 15 kilometers. Constantinople’s inner harbor was the Golden Horn, protected on both its northern and southern sides by sea walls; the entrance from the harbor to the Bosphorus was sealed by the Eastern Romans with a great chain secured to massive wooden pilings and iron stakes, making its defenses extraordinarily formidable — earning it the reputation of “the foremost fortress in the world.” Its national defense organization and military thinking, including diplomacy and intelligence, all made full use of the influence of the state’s comprehensive national power, grounded in a strategy of preventing war before it could occur. The state’s preparations for war, and the psychological readiness of its army to face war, were both, at one time, thoroughly adequate — and this, indeed, was the fundamental reason Byzantium had been able to sustain a thousand years of rule.

However, by the later period of the Byzantine Empire, war preparations had fallen into disrepair, the city walls stood breached and crumbling in many places, defensive installations were inadequately prepared, and personnel available for defense were severely lacking. The residents of Constantinople, meanwhile, had grown indifferent to the very idea of war, having forgotten what war meant, and had made no psychological preparation whatsoever for the conflict to come. As a result, by the time the Ottoman sultan Mehmed II personally led his great army to advance on the city by land and sea at once, the Byzantine emperor no longer commanded a single soldier beyond the city walls, and inside the city there remained only a small number of mercenaries. Only once the Byzantine emperor discovered that war was imminent and scrambled to begin preparations did it become clear that it was already too late. Although the city’s population still numbered in the hundreds of thousands, and men of an age fit for military service numbered as many as 250,000, when the emperor issued a call for volunteers to enlist, only 4,973 men responded, and the small contingent of reinforcements sent from Western Europe numbered so few that, together, the total defending garrison amounted to only about 8,000 men — leaving many stretches of the wall almost entirely undefended. When the assault reached its climax and the roar of battle shook the heavens, the city’s residents, apart from praying for a miracle, could do little but sit and await their fate.

By contrast, Mehmed II made thorough preparations for this campaign. To avoid being caught between enemies on two fronts, he made peace with Venice, signed a three-year truce with Hungary, and established peaceful, friendly relations with Wallachia and Bosnia. Then, in order to sever the lines of communication between Constantinople and the ports of the Black Sea, Mehmed II ordered a detachment of engineers and 5,000 laborers to construct a fortress called Rumeli Hisarı not far north of Constantinople. Once completed, this fortress cut off all communication between Constantinople and the Black Sea ports, turning the city into a completely isolated outpost. In addition, in preparing and building up his forces, Mehmed II gave careful thought to every difficulty he might encounter in the coming assault, considering with great care every aspect — the assembly of his army, the conduct of operations, the coordination of different branches of his forces, weapons and equipment, and logistical support — a truly exhaustive and meticulous effort.



(5) Stagnant technological development left Byzantium exhausted and outmatched in the contest of arms

The Byzantine Empire’s ability to endure for so long throughout history was inseparable from its consistent maintenance of advanced technological standards. Byzantium possessed a complete arms-manufacturing industry; its heavy cavalry wore armor made of alloy, offering strong protective capability while remaining relatively light, well suited to mounted use — a highly advanced technique for its time. The Byzantine cavalry’s rigorous organizational structure and discipline, combined with its superior equipment, made it a formidable fighting force that struck fear into its enemies. The empire’s vast territory and its network of naval bases also gave it control over the industry and raw materials necessary to build and sustain a powerful hegemonic force, resources that other states frequently lacked — putting them at a natural disadvantage in any competition. In addition, Byzantium possessed a secret weapon imbued with an almost mythical aura: “Greek fire,” also known as “sea fire” or “wet fire.” Its composition was, at the time, a closely guarded secret. Modern experts speculate that it may have been some kind of highly flammable sulfurous substance, sprayed onto the surface of the sea to set it ablaze, thereby incinerating enemy ships. In the year 673 AD, when Arab fleets attempted to pass through the Bosphorus strait, the Byzantines had used this defensive weapon to inflict devastating losses on the enemy.

However, as the Byzantine Empire’s territory continued to shrink, and compounded by an ossified, unenterprising mindset, national strength proved unable to keep pace with military reform and modernization. What had once been highly advanced Byzantine military technology gradually grew obsolete with the passage of time. Combined with the fact that the state no longer faced invasion by outside peoples, the resources available for military use continued to diminish, national scientific and technical strength continued to wither, and, with respect to the changes brought about by advances in technology — military organizational structure, methods of warfare, battle formations, and the like — the Byzantine military remained entirely oblivious. While the outside world experienced constant, rapid technological advance, the primary force driving the development of military power, the Byzantine army instead lay content, resting on the glories of its own past, sealed off from the changing world around it.

The Turkish military, by contrast, keenly and skillfully applied the most advanced gunpowder weapons of the age extensively to warfare. Over the month and a half of the siege, the Turks continuously brought heavy cannon, matchlock firearms, explosives, and other siege engines to bear against Constantinople in an unbroken stream. The Turkish army also maintained a large corps of artillery troops, second in importance only to its ground forces. It possessed 12 great siege cannons and 14 smaller field cannons; each of its largest siege engines could hurl a stone shot weighing 1,500 pounds, a projectile requiring 60 oxen and 200 strong men to haul into position. In the tactical application of its artillery, the Turkish military was also at the forefront of the world, pioneering the practice of concentrating cannon fire against a single sector of a fortress and maintaining that bombardment over a sustained period. This proved a leading example in the assault on Constantinople, and played an enormous role in the campaign, bringing tremendous psychological shock and defensive difficulty to bear on the city’s defenders. As a result, when Turkey — a nation that possessed the most advanced military technology of its time — attacked the city, the Byzantine Empire had finally arrived at the moment of its ultimate demise.

Liddell Hart, in his book Why Don’t We Learn from History?, wrote: “History can guide us as to what we should avoid, but it cannot instruct us as to what we should do.” The underlying causes of the Byzantine Empire’s downfall are something today’s researchers ought to reflect upon and draw insight from.







Chapter 73: The Battle of Berlin

(April 16 – May 2, 1945)

The Battle of Berlin was the final battle fought by the Red Army of the Soviet Union against the forces of Nazi Germany, and also the last large-scale urban assault of the Second World War in the European theater. The battle began on April 16, 1945 and ended on May 2, lasting 17 days. Soviet forces concentrated 20 combined-arms field armies, four tank armies, seven independent tank corps, two mechanized corps, four air armies, and two Polish armies, plus one tank army — 2.5 million men in all, with 42,000 artillery pieces and mortars, more than 6,250 tanks, and 7,500 combat aircraft. German forces engaged totaled 48 infantry divisions, nine motorized divisions, six armored divisions, and numerous other independent units — about a million men in all, with more than 10,400 artillery pieces, more than 1,500 tanks and self-propelled guns, and 3,300 aircraft. In this battle, Soviet forces destroyed 70 German divisions and took 480,000 German prisoners, capturing more than 1,500 tanks and self-propelled guns; at the same time, Soviet forces paid a heavy price, losing 304,000 men, 2,156 tanks, 1,220 artillery pieces, and 527 aircraft. Through this battle, German forces lost their capacity to resist entirely; a week later, Germany, split apart, negotiated with and signed a surrender agreement with Britain, the United States, and the Soviet Union, announcing unconditional surrender. This was a large-scale urban offensive and defensive campaign fought under mechanized conditions, and offers great value for understanding urban warfare in the mechanized era.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

Berlin covered an area of 884 square kilometers and was a major industrial city, with an industrial workforce of more than 1.2 million. It concentrated two-thirds of all Germany’s electrical power industry, most of its machine manufacturing, and its military industry, with about 40 aviation enterprises, ten large vehicle factories, and more than 30 other military plants. Berlin’s transportation network was highly developed, with convenient rail, road, and waterway links; it had 15 rail lines and six major highways connecting it to the rest of the country, more than 50 wharves within the city, and, via the Spree, Oder-Havel, Teltow, and Havel canals, connections to the ports of Hamburg, Szczecin, and Danzig, as well as to the Ruhr and Upper Silesian industrial regions.

Berlin was the critical nerve center of the German war machine — it was, in effect, the beating heart of German fascism, and as long as it kept beating, the war could not truly end. The importance of Berlin’s fall or survival, in the minds of the German people, outweighed all else. As British Prime Minister Churchill put it: “As long as Berlin can hold out amid the ruins under siege (which is not so difficult to do), German resistance will be encouraged, while the fall of Berlin could cause nearly all German Nazis to lose hope.” Hitler, too, understood full well the importance of Berlin. Ever since the loss of East Prussia, he had remained stationed in Berlin, and even as death approached, he never abandoned the city. Before the Soviet assault on Berlin, on the one hand, Hitler organized new forces (since Berlin’s adult male population had already been nearly exhausted, the great majority of these new recruits were boys aged 14 to 16), and on the other, he strengthened Berlin’s defensive fortifications, attempting to turn Berlin into an impregnable fortress, in which to make a last, desperate stand.

Soviet operational plan: With the coordination of the 1st and 2nd Belorussian Fronts and the 1st Ukrainian Front, together with elements of the air force and navy, to carry out a massive breakthrough, swiftly penetrate the Oder-Neisse defensive zone, encircle and split apart the German Berlin group, and, once this splitting had been accomplished, destroy the remaining German forces piecemeal, ultimately capturing Berlin, before advancing further to the Elbe River to link up with the Allied forces.

German defensive plan: first hold the western bank of the Oder-Neisse line, halting the Soviet advance across a broad front spanning several hundred kilometers and a defensive depth of tens of kilometers. If this river-line defense were breached, the plan called for relying on the favorable terrain of Berlin and its surrounding area to prevent Soviet forces from breaking into the city, thereby buying a breathing space and achieving the goal of prolonging the war.

Soviet operational deployment: according to the operational plan, the 1st Belorussian Front (commanded by Georgy Zhukov) would first shift to the offensive in the sector between Küstrin and Frankfurt an der Oder, destroy the German forces facing it, then capture the city of Berlin, and, by the 12th to 15th day of the operation, advance to the Elbe River.

The 2nd Belorussian Front (commanded by Konstantin Rokossovsky) was tasked with destroying the German Stettin group, and, by the 12th to 15th day of the operation, advancing to the Anklam-Waren-Wittenberge area.

The 1st Ukrainian Front (commanded by Ivan Konev) was tasked with destroying German forces at Cottbus and the area south of Berlin, then swiftly advancing west and northwest, capturing the Belitz-Wittenberg-Dessau area no later than the 10th to 12th day of the operation.

German operational deployment: the German forces responsible for the defense of Berlin were principally the “Vistula” Army Group, commanded by General Heinrici, and the “Center” Army Group, commanded by General Schörner. The German high command, in the terrain approaching Berlin, organized a deeply echeloned defense, constructing three defensive zones along the western banks of the Oder and Neisse rivers, with a total depth of 20 to 40 kilometers. The first German defensive zone was built along the western banks of the Oder and Neisse rivers; the second defensive zone was positioned along the western bank of the Randow, stretching along the line from Angermünde through Seelow and Reitwein, 10 to 20 kilometers behind the first defensive zone; the third (rear) defensive zone lay 20 to 35 kilometers behind the first defensive zone’s forward edge, its principal strongpoints being Cottbus and Spremberg.




II. Course of the Battle

At 5:00 a.m. on April 16, 1945, nearly 10,000 Soviet guns opened fire simultaneously along the banks of the Oder, formally opening the curtain on the Battle of Berlin.


(1) Soviet forces force a breakthrough of the Oder defensive zone

At 5:00 a.m. Moscow time (3:00 a.m. local time) on April 16, before dawn had broken, the 1st Belorussian Front began its preparatory bombardment ahead of the assault, employing artillery of every large caliber, mortars, and “Katyusha” rocket launchers. After 20 minutes of intense preparatory fire, thousands of multicolored signal flares suddenly lit the sky, and 143 searchlights, spaced 200 meters apart along the front, all switched on at once. Under the glare of these searchlights, Soviet forces launched a fierce assault on the German defensive positions, with artillery and air forces shifting to provide fire support. On the first day of combat, Soviet forces fired 1.236 million rounds of artillery at German positions (equivalent to about 2,500 rail cars of ammunition), equal to 9.8 million tons of steel raining down on German positions. Within just an hour of launching the offensive, Soviet forces had broken through the German first line of defense, pushing 1.5 to 2 kilometers into the depth of the position. Once dawn broke, Soviet forces met desperate German counterattacks, and the pace of the advance slowed sharply. To speed the advance, infantry regiments and the second echelons of the divisions were committed to the fighting. At 10:00 a.m., the fast-moving formations of the 9th Tank Corps, 3rd Shock Army, were also committed. That afternoon, Zhukov committed the 1st and 2nd Guards Tank Armies as well. The combined-arms field armies and tank armies finally broke through the German first defensive zone together.

As Soviet forces approached the Seelow Heights and launched their assault on the German second defensive zone, they once again met fierce German resistance. Before nightfall, the German high command had also redeployed reserves of the “Vistula” Army Group to reinforce the second defensive zone, slowing the Soviet advance. Zhukov therefore concentrated 250 to 300 guns per kilometer along the breakthrough sector, and, beginning at dawn on April 17, after 30 to 40 minutes of artillery preparation, launched the assault on the German second defensive zone. The tank armies, coordinating with the infantry divisions, advanced without becoming bogged down in prolonged fighting, instead bypassing the enemy’s strongest points and leaving the task of reducing these strongpoints to the second echelon of the armies. German forces launched repeated counterattacks, but all were repelled by the Guards 8th Army under Zhukov’s command. The fighting was extremely fierce, and it was not until nightfall that the 1st Belorussian Front finally broke through the German second defensive zone.

On the third day, the German high command committed nearly all of its remaining campaign reserves to the fighting. By nightfall, the Soviet main force had advanced a further 3 to 6 kilometers, reaching the approaches to the third defensive zone. Two tank armies, in coordination with infantry, artillery, and engineers, mounted a continuous assault on German positions for three days and nights. But because the terrain in this area was difficult to traverse, and German anti-tank fire had also been strengthened, the tanks were unable to operate independently of the infantry, and the fast-moving formations were, for a time, unable to maneuver quickly toward Berlin. Within the operational sector of the Soviet Guards 8th Army, the Germans deployed more than 200 anti-aircraft guns along the road running west from Seelow for direct, horizontal fire, putting up stubborn resistance and slowing the pace of the Soviet advance.

Soviet high command judged that the slow progress of the 1st Belorussian Front was hindering the planned encirclement of the Berlin group, and ordered the commanders of the 1st Ukrainian Front and the 2nd Belorussian Front to assist the 1st Belorussian Front’s advance. To carry out the high command’s instructions, Zhukov ordered his forces to accelerate the pace of the offensive, requiring artillery to move closer to the first echelon and maintain a distance of only 2 to 3 kilometers, so as to achieve closer coordination among infantry, tanks, and artillery. He emphasized the need for large-scale bombardment of key axes of advance and ordered more decisive use of the air force to support the ground forces’ advance.

Thanks to these measures, over the following two days and nights, the assault groups of the front finally captured the intermediate position and the third defensive zone beyond the German second defensive zone. By nightfall on the 19th, the breakthrough of the German Oder defensive zone was complete. In four days, the 1st Belorussian Front had advanced a cumulative 30 kilometers in depth, securing the possibility of launching the assault on Berlin and executing an encircling maneuver from the north.

Over these four days, German losses were severe. The nine divisions of the first echelon and the second echelon together lost 80 percent of their personnel and nearly all of their combat equipment, while the six divisions drawn from the reserve, together with 80 combat battalions from the depth of the defense, suffered losses exceeding 50 percent. At the same time, the forces of the 1st Belorussian Front had also suffered considerable losses, and their rate of advance was slower than originally planned.

The first-echelon divisions of the 2nd Belorussian Front were ordered to force a crossing of the eastern tributary of the Oder from April 18 to 19, seizing the complex terrain of the riverbank and advancing to the western tributary, securing a staging area for the main force’s offensive, while actively pinning down German forces across a broad area, preventing the enemy from redeploying troops toward Berlin.

Under the command of Marshal Konev, the 1st Ukrainian Front also launched its offensive along the Neisse River at 6:15 a.m. on April 16. After 40 minutes of preparatory fire, thick smoke suddenly billowed over the Neisse; the 1st Ukrainian Front used aircraft and other means to lay smoke screens. With the wind speed at the time only 0.5 meters per second, the smoke drifted slowly into the depth of the German defensive positions, forming a tall, vertical smoke curtain across the entire front of the 1st Ukrainian Front’s advance, blanketing the whole airspace over the Neisse. This smoke screen blocked German observation, preventing them from distinguishing the main axis of the Soviet advance. Advance units of the front’s assault groups’ first-echelon divisions then, under cover of the smoke, began forcing a crossing of the Neisse at 6:55 a.m. These advance units quickly crossed the Neisse and established bridgeheads on the western bank.

At 7:05 a.m., the first echelon of the 2nd Air Army’s bomber force carried out fierce bombing raids against German defensive command centers and command posts. The first-echelon battalions swiftly seized bridgeheads on the riverbank, creating the conditions for bridge-building and the main force’s crossing. By nightfall, the front’s assault groups had broken through the German first defensive zone and pushed 1 to 1.5 kilometers into the second defensive zone.

On April 17, the front’s main assault group began its breakthrough of the German second defensive zone. In an attempt to halt the Soviet advance, the Germans withdrew four tank divisions from their reserves to counterattack the 1st Ukrainian Front. This German counterattack posed a considerable threat to the advancing Soviet forces. In response, the front commander immediately ordered the main strength of the Guards 1st and 4th Tank Armies committed to battle in full. Soviet forces crushed one German counterattack after another, completely breaking through the German second defensive zone. Over these two days, the front’s assault group advanced 15 to 20 kilometers, creating favorable conditions for the Soviet forces to expand their gains in depth.

Because the 1st Belorussian Front had encountered strong German resistance while attacking the second and third defensive zones, its progress had been slow, and Soviet high command grew concerned that the plan to encircle and capture Berlin might not be completed within the scheduled time. On the evening the 1st Ukrainian Front successfully broke through the second defensive zone, Stalin used a radio telephone to contact the front’s commander, Konev, informing him that the 1st Belorussian Front’s offensive was meeting setbacks, and raising the possibility of having the 1st Belorussian Front make use of the 1st Ukrainian Front’s breakthrough corridor to launch its advance on Berlin from there instead. Konev believed that this approach would require a lengthy redeployment and would instead further prolong the timeline for the assault on Berlin, while also risking confusion on the battlefield; he therefore proposed that, rather than having the 1st Belorussian Front shift its tank armies onto his own front’s axis, it would be better to redirect them to advance directly on Berlin. Stalin agreed to this proposal.

On the night of April 17, following Konev’s orders, the Guards 3rd and 4th Tank Armies were directed to shift their axis of advance toward Berlin immediately. As a result, German forces at this point discovered that the two tank armies of the Front were converging in preparation for a breakthrough against the weakly defended sector between Cottbus and Spremberg, and hastened to reinforce the defense of the Neisse River in that sector.

On April 18, the 1st Ukrainian Front forced a crossing of the Spree River. The 7th Mechanized Corps and the 27th Infantry Corps were the first to force a successful crossing, securing a bridgehead on the opposite bank and clearing the way for the main force’s smooth passage. By the evening of the 18th, a unified landing zone had taken shape south of Cottbus.

At 7:00 p.m. on April 18, the Guards 1st and 4th Tank Armies and the 13th Combined Army crossed the Spree River in full. By this point, the 1st Ukrainian Front had, after three days of fierce fighting, finally broken through the German three lines of defense, overcoming two river obstacles along the way. The front had advanced at a rate of roughly ten kilometers a day, destroying about 14 German divisions and seizing a landing area that created the necessary conditions for the various tank armies to rapidly maneuver and coordinate with a link-up with Berlin, while also creating the possibility of coordinating with the front to the south to encircle the German forces gathered in the Frankfurt-Guben pocket.

The 2nd Belorussian Front, delayed in participating in the Battle of Berlin because of the time consumed carrying out the Pomeranian offensive, was unable to join the other two fronts in launching its advance simultaneously. On April 18, Soviet high command, considering that the 1st Belorussian Front’s advance had been delayed, ordered the 2nd Belorussian Front to force a crossing of the Oder. That front launched its assault the very same day, and, over two days, forced a crossing of the eastern tributary of the Oder, clearing German forces from the eastern bank and territory within it, and seizing the favorable terrain of the eastern bank, positioning its forces to make preparations for the main force’s crossing of the western tributary of the Oder. The 2nd Belorussian Front’s offensive, although it did not manage to achieve the task of crossing both tributaries of the Oder and breaking through German defenses, did pin down the “Vistula” Army Group, preventing it from redeploying toward Berlin, thereby securing the flank of the 1st Belorussian Front’s advance and providing effective support to the task of encircling and breaking through the German positions east of Berlin.



(2) Encirclement and division of the German forces outside Berlin

Throughout April 21, the 3rd and 4th Guards Tank Armies of the 1st Ukrainian Front continued to advance northwest, closing on Berlin from the southwest, at a rate of 30 to 50 kilometers a day. By the end of the day, having driven back several defensive strongpoints, they had reached a position 30 to 35 kilometers from central Berlin. Meanwhile, the assault group of the 1st Belorussian Front had broken through the German outer defensive belt near Berlin, reaching a point on Berlin’s northeastern outskirts. To encircle the German forces trapped in the city, on April 21, forward elements of the 1st Belorussian Front had already engaged in combat with German forces on the northeastern outskirts.

At the noon war council on April 22, German high command held its final wartime operational planning meeting. Field Marshal Keitel, General Jodl, and Colonel General Krebs took part. Learning of the deteriorating battlefield situation, Keitel proposed withdrawing all troops guarding Berlin from the west to defend the capital. According to a preliminary plan, the German 12th Army would receive orders to face east instead of west, to relieve pressure from the Soviet forces threatening Berlin from the southeast, and, in coordination with the German 9th Army to the northeast of the front, to launch a counterattack against the flank and rear of the Soviet forces advancing on Berlin. On April 23, Soviet forces broke into the outer defensive zone in an area 20 kilometers wide. By the end of April 24, German forces had failed to defend the approaches to Berlin, and the encirclement of Berlin by the 1st Belorussian Front and the 1st Ukrainian Front was becoming an established fact.

On April 24, forward elements of the 8th Guards Army and the 1st Guards Tank Army of the 1st Belorussian Front met with forward elements of the 3rd Guards Tank Army of the 1st Ukrainian Front southeast of Berlin, completing the encirclement of the main German force. At the same time, forward elements of the 47th Army, together with the 2nd Guards Cavalry Corps, moving from the northwest, met with American forces at the Elbe River in the Torgau area. In this way, some 500,000 German troops were both encircled and split into two groups: one southeast of Berlin, and the other within the city and the areas immediately surrounding it, thereby dividing the German main force from the forces defending Berlin itself and creating favorable conditions for the two encircled groups to be destroyed piecemeal.



(3) Complete destruction of the encircled German heavy-forces group

The Frankfurt-Guben group of German forces numbered close to 200,000 men, equipped with nearly 2,000 artillery pieces, more than 300 tanks, and powerful assault guns, and was trapped in a densely forested, marshy area covering about 1,500 square kilometers, terrain that favored defense over attack.

After analyzing the situation of the encircled German group, Soviet high command redeployed the 69th and 33rd Armies, the Guards 2nd Cavalry Corps, and the Guards 3rd Army and 28th Army of the 1st Ukrainian Front, to eliminate the German forces there, with support from seven air armies.

On April 26, the Guards 4th Tank Army and 13th Army, coordinating smoothly, broke through the assault mounted by the German 12th Army as it tried to relieve the Frankfurt-Guben group. From April 26 to 28, the various armies of the 1st Belorussian Front continually tightened the encirclement, and the Frankfurt-Guben group faced the imminent threat of complete annihilation. On the night of April 29, the Germans committed their most elite troops in an all-out breakthrough attempt along the junction of the two Soviet fronts. That day, German forces broke through the defensive sector held by the 28th Army of the Guards 3rd Army, opening a corridor about 2 kilometers wide, and pushed through toward Luckenwalde toward the west. At the same time, German forces near the 12th Army also launched an offensive against this area from the west. Soviet forces, through resolute action, ultimately prevented the two German groups from linking up, keeping them divided and isolated in three separate, independent pockets. On April 30, the fighting grew still fiercer, with German forces continuing to break through desperately, advancing 10 kilometers westward within a single day. By nightfall, the encircled force had been largely destroyed. However, a portion of the German force, about 20,000 men, broke through the junction between the 13th Army and the Guards 4th Tank Army on the night of April 30, emerging near Beelitz, only about 3 to 4 kilometers from the German 12th Army. With the support of the 2nd Air Army, the two Soviet fronts carried out a resolute assault, and by May 1 had finally wiped out the Frankfurt-Guben group entirely.

The encircled German Berlin garrison numbered about 200,000 men, with 3,000 artillery pieces and 250 tanks. By the end of April 25, the Berlin garrison occupied the entire city center and its outlying districts. The defenses in the eastern and southeastern suburbs of Berlin were the strongest, with alleyways and back streets crisscrossing and blocked off. Everything, from the eastern side up to buildings on the verge of collapse from shelling, had been turned into defensive fortifications. Air-defense bunkers, subway cars and tunnels, underground drainage systems, and much else besides had all been converted for defensive use. German forces also used reinforced concrete to build numerous strongpoints, the largest of which could hold 300 to 1,000 men. In addition, large numbers of reinforced concrete pillboxes were also built.

By April 26, the Soviet forces taking part in the encirclement and destruction of the Berlin group included: the 47th Army, the 3rd and 5th Shock Armies, and the Guards 8th Army of the 1st Belorussian Front, and the Guards 1st and 2nd Tank Armies; the Guards 3rd and 4th Tank Armies and the 28th Army of the 1st Ukrainian Front committed part of their strength as well. Together, this force numbered 464,000 Soviet soldiers, 14,800 artillery pieces and mortars, and about 1,500 tanks and self-propelled guns. Later, a further 12,500 Polish troops also joined the assault on Berlin alongside Soviet forces.

At dawn on April 25, the 16th and 18th Air Armies carried out three concentrated air raids against military targets in Berlin, deploying a total of 2,049 aircraft in three concentrated waves against military targets in Berlin. Following this, four combined-arms field armies and two tank armies of the 1st Belorussian Front, together with two tank armies and one infantry corps of the 1st Ukrainian Front, launched a fierce assault on Berlin, converging on the city center from every direction. By the end of April 26, the encircled German group had been split into two parts, the larger portion in Berlin itself and a smaller portion in Potsdam. On the 27th, German forces at Potsdam were destroyed, and the Berlin garrison was compressed into a strip of territory only 2 to 3 kilometers wide and about 16 kilometers long, running east to west. By the end of April 28, the encircled group had been further split into three parts. The German city-defense commander, Helmuth Weidling, proposed a breakout to the west, but Hitler, seeing that a breakout could not succeed, ordered a fight to the death instead. The fighting in the city center grew extraordinarily fierce. On April 29, the battle to capture the Reichstag building began. After repeated assaults, elements of the 171st and 150th Infantry Divisions finally broke into the building on the evening of April 30. That same day, the Nazi leader Hitler took his own life.

On the morning of May 1, Soviet soldiers planted the victory banner atop the roof of the Reichstag building. The fascist leadership was thrown into panic, German command fell into paralysis, and the German Berlin group was left in a hopeless position. By midnight on May 2, the bulk of German forces had ceased resistance and requested a ceasefire from Soviet forces. On the morning of May 2, the German commandant of Berlin’s city defense led his remaining forces in surrender. By dusk on May 2, the whole of Berlin was under Soviet control, and with this, the Battle of Berlin came to an end.





III. Analysis

The fall of Berlin marked the complete and final military defeat of German fascism. This tremendous victory in capturing Berlin laid the foundation for the Soviet Union’s expanded political influence in Germany and Eastern Europe after the war, and utterly shattered German hopes of negotiating with the British and American leadership to preserve a fascist state. The Battle of Berlin was one of the larger-scale operations fought near the very end of the Second World War. Through the long tempering of war, the Soviet forces’ command capability, from the level of the individual soldier and squad up through units, armies, corps, and fronts, along with their overall combat effectiveness, had been greatly enhanced. Analyzing this battle, we can, from the perspective of the art of war, discover the distinctive features of both sides’ command artistry, combat capability, and fighting spirit, thereby gaining a deeper understanding of the characteristics and patterns of large-scale urban offensive operations under mechanized conditions of warfare.


(1) Concentrated, heavy assault forces and a rapid encirclement laid the foundation for Soviet victory in this battle

The Battle of Berlin was an urban offensive operation combining multiple forms of combat: it required forcing river crossings and passing through high ground and forests; it involved both assaults against an enemy defending in open, field positions, and assaults against an enemy defending a fortified city; and it required both offensive operations against an enemy defending in depth, and the organization of Soviet forces’ own defense against encirclement. To meet the demands of the shifting international strategic situation, in the shortest possible time to invade Berlin, Soviet forces committed 2.5 million men from three fronts to the operation. This was the largest-scale urban offensive operation, in terms of forces committed, fought during the entire Second World War — 1.1 million more men than took part in the Battle of Stalingrad, and 500,000 more than took part in the Battle of Moscow. The front of the Berlin operation was only 400 kilometers wide and 160 to 200 kilometers deep, and the operation as a whole was not, relatively speaking, a large one — yet Soviet forces did not simply spread their strength evenly, but instead concentrated large numbers of troops and weapons for use in the main direction. On the bridgehead the 1st Belorussian Front had already secured, covering only 315 square kilometers, four combined-arms field armies and the bulk of the front’s forces were deployed, giving an average density, per kilometer of front, of 1,282 men, 80 artillery pieces, and 38 tanks. In organizing the breakthrough of the German defenses, each front also designated a narrower breakthrough sector, concentrating still greater strength there, in order to sustain a continuous assault against the German multi-layered defensive system across a narrow front.

The concentration of Soviet tanks, artillery, and combat aircraft was likewise unmatched by any other front of the war. Across the breakthrough sectors, Soviet forces concentrated 60 to 90 percent of all their artillery and mortars, 80 to 95 percent of their tanks and self-propelled guns, and 100 percent of their air power, achieving overwhelming superiority over German forces in the breakthrough sectors: a three-to-fivefold advantage in infantry, a five-to-tenfold advantage in artillery and mortars, and a seven-to-tenfold advantage in tanks and self-propelled guns, and a two-to-fourfold advantage in aircraft. Because Soviet forces concentrated superior forces along the decisive axis of advance, they were able to ensure a continuous breakthrough of the German defenses along the Oder-Neisse line, splitting the German forces defending Berlin and the surrounding area into three relatively isolated portions — the Frankfurt-Guben area, the city of Berlin itself, and the area north of Berlin along the Baltic coast — and, by separately establishing an inner and outer perimeter facing each portion, prevented the encircled groups from receiving support from one another, thereby laying the necessary groundwork for the eventual destruction of each of these enemy heavy-force groups in turn.

The Battle of Berlin stands as a model of the “breakthrough,” in which tactical breakthrough was continuously developed into operational breakthrough, and operational breakthrough was pushed to its ultimate extreme, creating a glorious example of the “breakthrough” in the annals of warfare.



(2) Close coordination and combined effort laid a solid foundation for the Soviet forces’ rapid pace of advance

In carrying out the operation for the encirclement of the city’s outskirts, Soviet forces placed great emphasis on the role of their engineering troops, using the engineers’ considerable strength to penetrate the enemy’s vertical and horizontal defensive dispositions, destroy the enemy’s living forces, consolidate captured terrain, and rapidly close the encirclement ring, thereby ensuring the operational plan of encircling and isolating the enemy was carried out. Soviet high command allocated a great mass of engineering troops to reinforce each front, giving the fronts a very high density of engineering forces. The 1st Belorussian Front’s engineering troops, in their organization and equipment, numbered 181 battalions; the 1st Ukrainian Front had 184 battalions; the 2nd Belorussian Front had 120 battalions — giving an operational density in the breakthrough sectors of three to four engineer battalions per kilometer, the highest such density achieved by Soviet forces in any campaign of the entire Second World War. Engineering troops moved forward alongside the advancing forces, building large numbers of river crossings and ensuring that these crossings remained open and passable, thereby providing a solid guarantee that the various fronts’ forces could cross rivers swiftly as needed.

When advancing into the urban combat zone, each Soviet division dispatched assault groups (one platoon per squad and a reinforced company) and assault detachments (one battalion per company), reinforced with artillery, tanks, and engineers, to carry out direct assaults on their targets. In their attacks, assault units first sent out reconnaissance teams to scout ahead, making clear the layout of fortifications along their intended route, clearing obstacles, and opening pathways; snipers and anti-tank riflemen made use of dead ground and other favorable firing positions to lay down suppressive fire, while tanks, supported by four to five riflemen, provided cover for the infantry’s advance, destroying enemy firing points that threatened the infantry’s assault. Artillery, working in coordination with the infantry, silently moved into direct-fire positions close to their objectives; when direct fire alone proved insufficient to breach a building, engineer troops were used to carry out demolition. Once an opening had been blasted, infantry charged in at once, rushing forward to attack buildings, using submachine guns, hand grenades, and flamethrowers to eliminate enemy forces, consolidating captured buildings and establishing a firepower network to prevent German counterattacks.

Thanks to this close coordination in operations, Soviet forces were able to break through German defenses swiftly and launch offensives even in complex terrain and against desperate German resistance. According to statistics, the various fronts’ breakthrough speed averaged 3.7 to 11 kilometers per day and night, their rate of advance in exploiting the breakthrough reached 13 to 29 kilometers, and the pace of fighting within the urban area itself reached 1.8 to 3.8 kilometers. In the end, it took Soviet forces only 17 days to destroy the German forces in Berlin and the surrounding area.



(3) Unconventional tactics and a surprising path to victory were distinctive hallmarks of Soviet operational command artistry

The protagonists of the Battle of Berlin were a pair of old adversaries: on the German side, General Heinrici, and on the Soviet side, Marshal Zhukov. The two men had faced off repeatedly during the 1942 Battle of Moscow and knew each other well. In this battle, Zhukov commanded a force of a million men, holding an overwhelming advantage in numbers, and intended to crush his opponent in a single stroke; Heinrici, on the defensive, nonetheless held a considerable psychological advantage, feeling great confidence in his ability to defeat Zhukov. Through their past encounters, Heinrici believed he had come to understand his opponent’s methods, and had developed a set of countermeasures tailored to Zhukov’s approach.

As it happened, whenever Zhukov commanded Soviet forces in an assault, he would first subject the enemy to a prolonged bombardment, pounding the enemy’s forward positions nearly to pieces before launching the infantry assault. Heinrici had also observed that Zhukov typically conducted a full day and night of combat reconnaissance before an offensive, launching his main assault at dawn the following day. Heinrici had grown thoroughly familiar with this “formula” of Zhukov’s, and had devised a countermeasure to it. Whenever he had gathered and analyzed intelligence and calculated the likely timing of a Soviet assault, he would order his own forces to quietly withdraw 2.2 kilometers. Once the resulting torrential storm of Soviet shells had subsided, Heinrici’s forces would swiftly return to their original positions, easily repelling the Soviet assault forces. Using this method, he had repeatedly frustrated Zhukov’s offensives. This time, he intended to use the same trick again against his old rival.

On the evening of Thursday, April 5, after analyzing reports from every sector of the front and gathering intelligence from multiple sources, Heinrici issued an extremely brief and confident order: “Withdraw the troops, occupy the second line of defense.” Heinrici calculated that Zhukov would launch his general assault at dawn the following day. But just as German forces were preparing to withdraw from their front-line positions, Soviet forces suddenly opened fire with every gun at once, pouring more than 500,000 shells onto German positions within just 20 minutes. At the same time, the night bombers of the 16th Air Army and the 5th Bomber Air Corps of the 2nd Belorussian Front’s 4th Air Army carried out fierce air strikes against German headquarters and artillery positions. German forces put up only momentary resistance before being overwhelmed by the ferocity of Soviet fire; before German artillery positions could even fire a single round in response, the entire defensive system had already been thrown into disarray, and German positions were engulfed in a sea of fire, with 30 to 70 percent of the German troops in the first-line positions becoming casualties, leaving them incapable of putting up any effective resistance. It turned out that Zhukov had moved up the timing of his assault by two hours and had also significantly shortened the duration of his preparatory bombardment compared to his usual pattern. Zhukov had, in effect, turned Heinrici’s own fixed mental pattern for defense against him, springing a surprise change of tactics that caught Heinrici completely off guard and inflicted devastating losses on his crafty opponent.

Just as German forces were still reeling from shock, thousands of multicolored signal flares suddenly rose into the sky from the Soviet positions, and the powerful beams of 143 searchlights swept across German positions all at once; every advancing tank and truck also switched on its headlights simultaneously, casting an intensely bright light directly onto the German positions, blinding and disorienting the defenders. Immediately after, tens of thousands of artillery shells poured down upon the enemy positions, and infantry and tanks pressed forward to exploit the advantage, successfully breaking through the German defensive line. In his memoirs, Zhukov wrote: “(Each searchlight) with 1,000-odd kilowatts of light illuminated the battlefield, blinding the enemy’s eyes and lighting up the objectives for our tanks and infantry to attack. This was a scene that left an extremely powerful impression on me — I can say that, in my entire life, I never experienced anything quite like it.” German soldiers, caught utterly off guard by this sudden blaze of light, were thrown into panic; one German division commander even reported to Berlin by radio: “We are under sudden and violent bombardment, and have lost contact with all our regimental headquarters. We are encountering an inexplicable bright light in front of us — like tens of thousands of candles. It may be some new weapon, or it may be a chemical weapon.” Under the glare of these powerful searchlights, hundreds of thousands of Red Army infantry and thousands of tanks surged forward like a tidal wave against the German positions. German soldiers, their eyes blinded by the intense beams of light, could not react in time, and Soviet forces, as though on a shooting range, took aim and fired at the German targets. Ordinary searchlights had become a truly ingenious weapon in Zhukov’s hands.



(4) High organizational efficiency and stubborn fighting spirit are worth studying and learning from in the German organization and conduct of the Battle of Berlin

Just as the Allied encirclement of Berlin was closing in, and the Nazi high command found itself besieged on all sides, almost no one still believed there was any hope left of victory. And yet the whole city, in order to resist the advancing Allies, put up a desperate struggle. The calm composure, the good order, and the unity displayed by the entire city, together with the fighting spirit and strict discipline shown by its defending troops, are worth our careful reflection and study.

By the German high command’s own estimate, defending Berlin would require, at the very least, 200,000 experienced troops. To reinforce Berlin’s defensive strength, Hitler decided to mobilize the elderly, children, and women to join the final defensive effort. To this end, Goebbels personally directed the operation, and every citizen within Berlin worked “fanatically,” rapidly constructing three defensive rings centered on the city. The first ring, about 30 kilometers from the city center, relied mainly on the elevated rail transport lines and light rail lines on the city’s outskirts; the second ring, positioned about 20 kilometers from the city center, relied mainly on the city’s high-speed ring road; the third ring was the final layer of the defensive system, known as the “fortress ring.” To flesh out these three defensive rings into a full, integrated system, German forces built tens of thousands of strongpoints within Berlin, making full use of overturned trams, streetcars, and rubble from bombed-out buildings, forming a natural barrier of debris. Goebbels also mobilized 60,000 members of the People’s Militia within the combat zone. Of these young Volkssturm militiamen under the age of 15, many had received no training at all, and some had not even been issued weapons; those who had were often given only enough ammunition to fire a single magazine, or had no ammunition at all to resupply.

In combat, German troops displayed a high degree of organizational discipline, holding their positions to the very last, fighting to the end. On the first day, German forces defending the Reichstag building fought until their very last artillery round, striking with precision at Soviet armored units and the Soviet infantry attacking through every window; under cover of thick smoke and gunfire, Soviet forces charged through and reached the base of the Reichstag building, and swiftly seized the ground floor of the building. At that point, Soviet forces made no further advance, believing that the Germans might be about to surrender, but after waiting an hour without any sign of it, Soviet forces discovered that the Germans had no intention of surrendering at all. Thereafter, the desperate struggle for every room continued: the Germans withdrew from room to room, defending it, and planted explosives at critical points, causing considerable losses to the Soviet forces. Both sides threw large quantities of hand grenades at one another, and German troops used curved-barrel submachine guns in close combat. Casualties from close-quarters fighting were severe. On both sides, once their ammunition was exhausted, soldiers used flamethrowers to break open a path and pressed forward into hand-to-hand combat. According to the recollection of a Soviet veteran who took part in the fighting, on one occasion, in a conference room, several dozen men were locked in a desperate melee. When the Germans ran out of ammunition, they used bayonet handles to force their way through, and both sides seemed almost unwilling to use their firearms at all, relying instead on bayonets and daggers for close, cold-steel combat — a vivid demonstration of just how ferocious the fighting had become!

In this war, the enormous quantity of defensive fortifications built during the Battle of Berlin were completed through the tireless, selfless labor of the city’s own residents. In the process of building these defensive works, they faced enemy air raids, the destruction of their homes, hardship in their daily lives, and countless other difficulties, and the tenacity and resilience of spirit they displayed is genuinely difficult to fathom. Frontline soldiers, even when faced with an already hopeless situation, still held their positions, fighting to the very last moment, to the very last man — this fighting spirit and iron discipline is truly worthy of our careful study.







Chapter 74: The Jinan Campaign

(September 16–24, 1948)

The Jinan Campaign was an urban assault carried out by the East China Field Army against Jinan, a city held by strongly fortified Nationalist forces in great strength. The campaign began on September 16, 1948 and ended on September 24, lasting eight days and nights. PLA forces committed 15 columns, together with local armed militia, totaling 320,000 men; the Nationalist garrison numbered nine regular brigades, five security brigades, and special-forces units, totaling about 110,000 men, and the Nationalists also concentrated three mobile army groups totaling 170,000 men at Xuzhou and its surrounding areas to move north in relief, with air support from 162 fighters and 42 bombers. In this campaign, PLA forces, at a cost of 26,000 casualties, destroyed more than 104,000 Nationalist troops in all (including 20,000 who defected and rose in revolt), captured 23 senior Nationalist officers, and seized more than 800 artillery pieces of various types, 20 tanks and armored vehicles, and 238 motor vehicles. The victory of the Jinan Campaign joined the North China and East China liberated areas into a single, unbroken region, opening the prelude to the PLA’s strategic decisive battles against the Nationalist forces. The Jinan Campaign was the PLA’s first campaign to storm and capture a major city, and it provided valuable experience that PLA forces would draw upon and build on as they went on to capture one major city after another in the course of the War of Liberation — experience well worth careful study and research.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

By the autumn of 1948, the War of Liberation had entered its third year, and PLA forces had achieved a series of major victories in one campaign after another; the liberated areas had expanded to an unprecedented degree, troop morale was high, equipment had improved, and the PLA’s capability for assaulting fortified positions had grown markedly. Nationalist military strength, meanwhile, continued to weaken; forced to abandon its policy of “sector defense” in favor of “focal-point defense,” the Nationalist command concentrated on reinforcing the defenses of its major cities, while organizing a number of mobile army groups to be ready to relieve any threatened objective at a moment’s notice. On the East China front, after the East China Field Army’s Shandong Corps won successive victories in the Zhoucun-Zhangdian, Weixian, and Yanzhou campaigns, it had already brought Jinan under a state of encirclement.

Jinan was the capital of Shandong Province, a junction of the Tianjin-Pukou and Jiaoji railway lines, and a strategic hub connecting East and North China. Backed by the Yellow River to the north and flanked by Mount Tai to the south, Jinan’s terrain was formidable, favoring defense over attack. Nationalist forces of the “2nd Pacification Zone” had made Jinan’s inner city their core defensive position, with the outer city and the commercial district serving as the primary defensive base, and had built an outer defensive ring at surrounding towns and elevated points, with numerous permanent and semi-permanent fortifications constructed at every position. To reinforce Jinan’s garrison, Chiang Kai-shek, in early to mid-August, ordered the 57th Brigade of the reorganized 32nd Division from Qingdao and the 19th Brigade of the reorganized 83rd Division from Xuzhou airlifted into Jinan. On September 15, he also ordered the reorganized 74th Division airlifted from Xuzhou beginning on the 17th. At the same time, it was decided that Jinan and Qingdao would serve as the primary bases, with Beiping and Xuzhou as auxiliary bases, concentrating 162 fighters and 42 heavy bombers to form an air support force to help secure the defense of Jinan.

PLA operational plan: the Central Military Commission, responding to the operational proposal put forward by the East China Field Army, settled on the guiding policy of “attacking Jinan while blocking relief forces,” adopting a division of labor between the forces assaulting the city and those tasked with blocking and obstructing relief columns, with a larger share of forces assigned to the blocking and obstructing axis than to the main assault; the plan called for capturing Jinan within a period of 20 days to two months, and preparing to destroy any Nationalist relief force advancing from Xuzhou.

Nationalist operational plan: to shrink the defensive perimeter as much as possible while reinforcing the defense of key points, in particular the airfield and the urban core, while holding a powerful reserve force in readiness for a counterattack and support of outlying strongpoints. Three army groups concentrated at Xuzhou and its surrounding areas would prepare to wait until the East China Field Army’s assault on Jinan had inflicted a certain degree of attrition on itself, then seize the opportunity to move north and force a decisive battle.

PLA force deployment: the entire campaign to attack Jinan while blocking relief forces was commanded by the East China Field Army’s acting commander and acting political commissar, Su Yu, with the forces assaulting the city commanded by the Shandong Corps commander Xu Shiyou, and the East China Field Army’s deputy political commissar and Shandong Corps political commissar, Tan Zhenlin, jointly directing operations. In accordance with the instructions of the Central Military Commission, the East China Field Army organized two army groups — one for the assault on the city, and one for blocking and obstructing relief forces. The city-assault army group, formed from six-and-a-half columns and the bulk of the special-forces column, together with local forces, totaling 140,000 men, was divided into an eastern and western group, with the western axis serving as the main assault direction, converging on Jinan in a pincer movement from east and west. The eastern group was formed from the 9th Column, the Bohai Column, and part of the forces of the Bohai Military District, commanded by the 9th Column’s commander Xu Shiyou and political commissar Liu Haotian [concurrently in overall command]. The western group was formed from the 3rd and 10th Columns, the Guangdong-Guangxi Column, and part of the forces of the Central-South Shandong Column, commanded by the 10th Column’s commander Song Shilun and political commissar Liu Peishan, with the special-forces column’s artillery 1st Regiment (less one battalion) and the 3rd Regiment, together with the artillery regiments of each column, forming eastern and western artillery groups respectively to support the eastern and western groups’ assault on the city. The 13th Column was designated as the overall reserve for the city assault. The army group tasked with blocking and obstructing relief was formed from eight-and-a-half columns, part of the special-forces column, and local forces, totaling about 180,000 men. Of these, the 4th and 8th Columns, together with forces of the Ji-Lu-Yu Military District, formed a blocking group positioned in the areas of Chengwu (present-day Chengwu), Jinxiang, Juye, and Jiaxiang, west of the Grand Canal, to obstruct any Nationalist relief force advancing from Xuzhou; the 1st, 2nd, 6th, 7th, and 12th Columns, together with elements of the 11th Column of the Central Plains Field Army and part of the Central-South Shandong Column, formed a relief-blocking group positioned in the Zoucheng (present-day Zoucheng) and Teng County (present-day Tengzhou) areas east of the Grand Canal, poised to intercept and destroy any Nationalist force attempting to relieve the city from the north.

Nationalist force deployment: Jinan’s defense was commanded by the “2nd Pacification Zone” commander Wang Yaowu, who organized three defensive lines: the inner city as the core defensive position, the outer city and commercial district as the base position, and the surrounding towns and elevated points forming the outer perimeter. Each position was built around concrete pillboxes, forming mutually supporting strongpoints capable of independent combat, and the inner and outer cities were both fortified with extensive street-fighting works. The specific deployment was as follows: with the line from Guazi Town on the northern bank of the Yellow River to Ma’anshan south of the city serving as the boundary, the defense was divided into eastern and western sectors. The eastern sector was defended by the reorganized 73rd Division and three brigades including the Security 6th Brigade; the western sector was defended by the reorganized 96th Army (comprising the reorganized 2nd and 84th Divisions and an independent brigade), the “Pacification Zone” Special Forces Brigade, the Security 8th Brigade, and the Youth Training Corps — eight brigades in total. Additionally, the Security 4th Brigade and other units defended the outlying strongpoints of Changqing and Qihe, while the 19th and 57th Brigades, together with the reorganized 74th Division to be airlifted in from Xuzhou, were designated as the reserve force.




II. Course of the Battle


(1) The city-assault army group clears the outer perimeter strongpoints, forming an encirclement of Jinan from all four directions

From September 9 to 13, PLA city-assault forces advanced covertly toward Jinan, closing on the outskirts of the city by the evening of the 15th. Part of the eastern group captured Longshan Town and Sanguanmiao while on the march; the western group’s Guangdong-Guangxi Column encircled Changqing city at dawn on the 16th, with the main force advancing to the area southeast of Changqing. At this point, Wang Yaowu judged that the East China Field Army’s main axis of attack would come from the west, and accordingly redeployed the reserve 19th Brigade to a position west of the airfield near the old city to await developments, while withdrawing the 57th Brigade into the city itself, in readiness for redeployment to the western suburbs and to cover the reorganized 74th Division’s airlift into Jinan.

On the night of the 16th, the city-assault army group launched a general offensive along the entire front, and, through sudden and courageous action, swiftly broke through the enemy’s outer defensive line. By the 17th, the various units of the western group had captured Changqing, Qihe, Kuangli Village, and Shuangshantou in succession, destroying part of the garrison there, and, exploiting their success, pressed forward toward the airfield west of the city, Lashan, and the Dangjiazhuang area; the various units of the eastern group captured Xindian, Maoling Hill, and Yanchi Hill and other locations in succession, destroying part of the reorganized 73rd Division there, before pushing straight toward the outer city.

The eastern group’s swift assault broke through the eastern outer defensive line, greatly alarming the garrison. Based on this, Wang Yaowu now judged that the East China Field Army’s main axis of attack was actually in the east, and immediately redeployed the reserve 19th and 57th Brigades eastward, while also using the 15th Brigade of the reorganized 73rd Division, together with part of the reorganized 74th Division that had just been airlifted in, to launch a counterattack eastward from Qili River.

On September 17, the eastern group of the city-assault army group repelled repeated fierce counterattacks by the garrison, consolidating its hold on Maoling Hill, Yanchi Hill, and other positions. On the 18th, the western group pressed its advantage forward, capturing Gucheng and Dangjiazhuang, destroying part of the reorganized 84th Division there, and bringing the airfield under artillery control, cutting off the Nationalist air bridge. To expand on this success, the city-assault army group headquarters redeployed the reserve 13th Column to join the western group’s operations. On the night of the 19th, the Nationalist reorganized 96th Army commander, Wu Huawen, led three brigades of the reorganized 84th Division and other units — more than 20,000 men — in revolt, withdrawing from the front, opening a gap in the garrison’s western defensive line. The city-assault western group pressed its advantage and swiftly advanced, capturing the southwestern part of the commercial district at dawn on the 20th.

The eastern group also seized the Yellow River rail bridge, capturing Yanchi, Majiazhuang, Guazikou, Xincheng, Huangtai Hill, and other key points, with its main force closing directly on the city walls. The city-assault army group’s continuous fierce attacks, combined with Wu Huawen’s defection, threw the garrison’s dispositions into disarray, and its confidence in holding the city began to waver. Wang Yaowu requested Chiang Kai-shek’s permission to break out, but was sternly refused and ordered to hold firm and await relief. Wang Yaowu then readjusted his dispositions, withdrawing the bulk of his forces into the inner city, apart from more than three brigades left to defend the commercial district. With this, in four days, the city-assault army group had cleared the garrison’s outer strongpoints, completing the encirclement of Jinan from all four directions.



(2) A fierce assault on the urban area annihilates the garrison and liberates Jinan

Wang Yaowu had made the commercial district his primary defensive position, garrisoning it heavily. To give the garrison no chance to catch its breath, the city-assault army group headquarters ordered the western group to swiftly attack and capture the commercial district, while ordering the eastern group to intensify its preparations for the assault on the city proper. From the evening of the 20th, the western group launched its assault on the commercial district, making full use of the power of its artillery and explosives, breaking through the garrison’s positions at multiple points and pushing rapidly into the eastern part of the commercial district, closing directly on the western wall of the outer city and cutting off the commercial district garrison’s route of retreat. After fierce fighting, PLA forces captured the “Pacification Zone” headquarters, the railway station, and other key positions in succession. By noon on the 22nd, the commercial district had been captured, and more than 20,000 defenders were destroyed. The eastern group, with the support of artillery and tanks, also cleared out the pillbox network defending the outer city, closing directly on the city walls and beginning siege operations.

At dusk on the 22nd, the eastern and western groups began a converging assault on the outer city. Under the cover of powerful firepower, the various units carried out continuous demolitions and pressed a fierce, courageous assault, breaking into the outer city after just an hour of fierce fighting, and engaging the garrison in intense street fighting.

At noon on the 23rd, the city-assault force completely destroyed the remnants of the garrison’s 213th Brigade and the Security 6th Brigade, capturing the outer city and closing on the inner city, where, with the support of artillery, it launched assaults on the inner city from the eastern and western directions. The garrison put up a desperate, fight-to-the-death resistance, and the fighting grew extraordinarily fierce. Apart from part of the 13th Column, which scaled the walls at the southwestern corner and occupied a handful of buildings there, the city-assault force was blocked along the entire remaining front. The city-assault army group headquarters accordingly readjusted its deployment, concentrating its artillery shells and explosives for use along the primary axis of assault, and organized a renewed breakthrough.

At about 2:00 a.m. on the 24th, part of the 25th Division, 9th Column, and part of the 37th Division, 13th Column, successively achieved breakthroughs at the southeastern and southwestern corners of the inner city, using tactics combining artillery fire, demolition, and assault. The other columns also broke into the city at dawn, engaging the garrison in fierce street fighting alongside them. The forces that had broken in advanced from east and west toward each other, driving straight into the depth of the city, and the garrison fell back in defeat, position by position.

By dusk on the 24th, after fierce fighting, the entire garrison inside the inner city had been destroyed. Nationalist remnants holding out at Ma’anshan, Qianfoshan, and other locations, under the pressure of PLA artillery fire and political offensives, laid down their arms and surrendered on the 25th and 26th. Wang Yaowu and a handful of senior officers attempted to flee in disguise, but were captured by local militia within Shouguang County.



(3) The relief-blocking army group stands ready, and Nationalist reinforcement forces beat a hasty retreat

Just as the East China Field Army’s city-assault army group broke through Jinan’s outer defensive line, Chiang Kai-shek ordered the deputy commander-in-chief of the Xuzhou “Bandit Suppression” Headquarters, Du Yuming, to direct the 2nd Army Group to move to relieve Jinan from Shangqiu via southwestern Shandong, while the 7th and 13th Army Groups were to concentrate respectively at Xin’an Town and Gu Town, preparing to converge on Xuzhou and advance north along the Tianjin-Pukou railway line. In response, Su Yu ordered the relief-blocking army group to move swiftly into position, making full preparations to meet the relief force. The blocking and obstructing groups took up positions at Zoucheng and Teng County, and at Chengwu, Jinxiang, Juye, and Jiaxiang, standing ready. Although Nationalist reinforcements were repeatedly urged forward by Chiang Kai-shek, fearful of being destroyed, they moved only slowly and hesitantly; not until September 24 did the 7th and 13th Army Groups even complete their assembly, and by the time the 2nd Army Group had advanced to the Chengwu and Cao County area, word arrived that Jinan’s garrison had already been entirely destroyed, and the relief force immediately turned and fled in hasty retreat.

With the liberation of Jinan, Nationalist forces at Heze, Linyi, Yantai, and other locations abandoned their cities and fled one after another. With this, the whole of Shandong Province, apart from Qingdao and a small number of strongpoints and islands, was liberated. During the campaign, the Central Plains Field Army kept close watch over and pinned down Nationalist forces in the Central Plains theater, providing effective support to the assault on Jinan. Forces of the various military districts under the East China Military Region, together with the Yu-Wan-Su and Ji-Lu-Yu Military District forces and local militia, also actively cooperated, taking the initiative to attack enemy forces facing them and capturing dozens of strongpoints.





III. Analysis

The Jinan Campaign set a precedent for the PLA’s seizure of a heavily fortified major city defended in strength, dealing a heavy blow to Nationalist confidence in the ability to hold their major cities, and tempering and enhancing the PLA’s capability for assaulting fortified positions. Before and throughout the campaign, the Military Commission and the leadership of the East China Field Army planned with great foresight and meticulous care in drawing up the operational plan, and the participating forces fully displayed a fighting spirit of daring to win at all costs and of courageous tenacity; with the enthusiastic support of the people of Shandong, they captured, within eight days, what the Nationalists had proudly proclaimed an impregnable fortress. This campaign came at a time when the strategic balance of forces between the two sides in the War of Liberation was shifting, and when both sides were making major adjustments to their strategic guidance and strategic dispositions — it was an important campaign of this transitional period, fought moreover at the strategically vital location of Jinan, giving it landmark significance. The historical lessons of PLA victory in this campaign are well worth our careful study and research.


(1) A timely and decisive strategic decision was the precondition for the campaign’s success

Before the Jinan Campaign began, in early June, the Central Plains Field Army had already cut the middle section of the Tianjin-Pukou railway line. On July 13, the East China Field Army, with the support of the Central Plains Field Army, captured Yanzhou, pressing close to Xuzhou and thoroughly severing the connection between the garrison at Jinan and forces in southwestern Shandong, leaving the enemy at Jinan isolated and without hope of relief — creating favorable conditions for launching the Jinan Campaign. However, given that the Nationalist decision-making leadership was still wavering, undecided between its strategic plans of “withdrawing from the Northeast, consolidating North China, and securing Central China,” the timing of the Jinan Campaign required careful judgment: launching it too early might lead the enemy to conclude that PLA forces intended to make East China the primary theater of decisive battle, prompting a rapid withdrawal of Nationalist forces in the Northeast back within the pass, achieving their strategic goal of consolidating their defense and focusing on key points; launching it too late would affect the realization of the PLA’s winter-spring strategic decisive battle plans across the Northeast, North China, and East China theaters. For this reason, the Party Central Committee and Chairman Mao, proceeding from the overall situation of the war, keenly seized the favorable strategic moment presented by the broader development of the national war situation, and resolutely decided to launch the advance on Jinan on September 16 — the fourth day after the Liaoshen Campaign began on September 12 (by which time PLA forces had already captured Jinzhou, destroying more than 100,000 enemy troops and creating a position of “closing the door to catch the dog” against the Northeast theater).

This correct and decisive strategic decision seized upon the favorable moment when troop morale was high, equipment had improved, force strength had expanded, and the balance of power between the two sides had shifted significantly, when the conditions for PLA forces to engage the Nationalist forces in a strategic decisive battle had matured, and when the East China theater’s PLA forces enjoyed a run of successive victories — it disrupted the Nationalist strategic deployment of consolidating its defense and focusing on key points, leaving its powerful strategic mobile army groups unable to attend simultaneously to operations between different theaters and to the defense of heavily garrisoned strongholds within each theater, creating a battlefield situation in which the enemy was split apart and destroyed piecemeal, thereby allowing PLA forces in every theater to pin down enemy forces at fixed points while simultaneously conducting mobile operations, seizing overall strategic initiative and accelerating the arrival of complete victory in the strategic decisive battle.



(2) Careful, thorough anticipation in the operational plan, and close organization of operational coordination, were important guarantees of the campaign’s victory

Before the Jinan Campaign began, the Central Military Commission and the leadership of the East China Field Army, on the basis of careful analysis of the enemy situation, their own situation, the terrain, and the battlefield conditions, gave full consideration to every possible contingency of the campaign, and drew up a targeted operational plan accordingly, thereby effectively ensuring the campaign’s smooth development. For example, on the question of how to weigh the relative priority of the city assault against the relief-blocking operation, three possible scenarios were anticipated: first, capturing Jinan while the relief force was still far away; second, capturing Jinan just as the relief force drew near; and third, failing to capture Jinan even as the relief force drew near. In the actual conduct of operations, priority was to be given to achieving the first scenario, with the second as a fallback, and, should the third scenario arise, a contingency plan was also in place — in such a case, the operational plan would be flexibly adjusted on the spot, shifting the primary focus to relief-blocking, with the assault on the city becoming secondary, defeating the relief force first before renewing the assault on the city. To this end, the Military Commission required that both the city-assault army group and the relief-blocking army group each retain a necessary reserve force — this was especially true of the relief-blocking group, which was to retain a powerful reserve, prepared, should the third scenario arise, to have sufficient strength on hand to destroy the relief force. Particular emphasis was placed on constructing multiple layers of solidly fortified blocking positions, both to economize on the forces needed for blocking, thereby avoiding excessive expenditure and exhaustion of PLA strength in blocking operations, and to inflict heavy attrition on the enemy before it could ever reach PLA blocking positions.

In the course of the operation, the various participating units, in order to capture Jinan as swiftly as possible, fully displayed a spirit of close coordination and active mutual support. On the western front at Jinan, Nationalist forces held the position in strength, primarily to protect the airfield there. After the campaign began, Chiang Kai-shek airlifted one regiment of the reorganized 74th Division into Jinan, and planned to transport the entire division there. Upon discovering this enemy intention, the 10th and 3rd Columns attacking on the western front immediately coordinated closely, concentrating their strength to advance toward the enemy airfield, first clearing the outer defenses at Lashan and then capturing the main Lashan position itself; the artillery units of the two columns then delivered fierce bombardment against the western suburban airfield from the west and south. Shells exploded on the airfield runway, and transport aircraft loaded with follow-on troops of the 74th Division were left circling over Jinan, unable to land, and were forced to turn back to Xuzhou. Building on their pre-established operational plans, the various columns of the city-assault army group stood firmly on the responsibilities and tasks assigned to them, while also actively coordinating and adjusting according to the actual circumstances of the fighting — this played a vitally important role in accelerating the pace of the campaign and securing final victory at a relatively low cost.



(3) A fearless fighting spirit and a courageous, tenacious combat style were the powerful driving force behind victory in the campaign

Jinan was backed by the Yellow River to the north and flanked by Mount Tai to the south, terrain that was formidable, favoring defense over attack. During the period of Japanese occupation, solid defensive works had already been built there, and Nationalist forces, upon taking over the city, had carried out a comprehensive further program of fortification. In particular, once Weifang and Weixian had been liberated, Wang Yaowu personally oversaw round-the-clock further construction. Within a hundred li of Jinan, from the core of the city out to its perimeter, more than a thousand reinforced-concrete pillboxes were scattered about, along with countless electrified fences, stone walls, deer-horn obstacles, and moats, garrisoned by more than 100,000 troops. Facing such a thoroughly prepared and formidable defensive system, the East China Field Army’s city-assault forces displayed to the full their spirit of hard struggle and dedicated sacrifice, overcoming every hardship and danger, giving no thought to bloodshed and sacrifice, and demonstrating an indomitable fighting will and a tenacious combat style.

During the fighting, enemy aircraft bombed from above and enemy artillery pounded from the ground; Nationalist forces even went so far as to use poison gas shells and flamethrowers, and the ground in front of PLA positions became a sea of fire. Facing these conditions, PLA assault troops braved a hail of bullets, raised scaling ladders, and courageously charged the city walls — those in front fell, and those behind pressed on in their place. When ammunition ran out, they fought hand-to-hand with bayonets, entrenching tools, and bricks, until the moat was filled with bodies and the water ran red with blood. After seven days of fierce fighting, PLA forces finally reached the moat before the inner city. But the inner-city moat was wide and deep, the walls high and thick, and the garrison had built numerous concealed and open pillboxes there, forming a three-layer, tightly interlocking firepower network. Units that had fallen back to hold the inner city — the 15th, 19th, and 57th Brigades and other units — relying on their strong fortifications, used every available weapon and obstacle to put up a stubborn resistance. The city-assault force made several charges, but each ended without success. At this critical moment, the main strength of the city-assault force — the 9th and 13th Columns — applied the principle of “combining expanding the breach with consolidating it, pressing the assault continuously, advancing without retreat,” adopting the “five-combined” tactical method they had summed up from the Weixian campaign — that is, combining assault with reconnaissance, combining assault with preparation, combining assault with organization, combining assault with resupply, and combining assault with education — and on the evening of the 23rd, launched a general assault against the inner city, their battle cry of “Forward! Forward! Forward again!” shaking the very heavens. The squad leader of the 73rd Regiment, 25th Division, 9th Column, Li Yongjiang, showed extraordinary bravery, and, undaunted by the enemy’s ferocious fire, was the first to scale the walls of Jinan’s inner city; alone, he faced down enemy troops charging at him from every direction, ensuring that the follow-on units behind him could continue climbing the walls uninterrupted. The officers and men who followed him displayed a spirit of courageous struggle and relentless assault, and, like a blade that never dulls, drove straight at the enemy’s heart, leaving the defenders utterly unable to catch their breath, and finally broke through the enemy’s defenses the following day, capturing the whole of Jinan. After the battle, the Central Military Commission bestowed on the 73rd Regiment, 25th Division, 9th Column, the title “1st Jinan Regiment”; the 109th Regiment, 37th Division, 13th Column, was given the title “2nd Jinan Regiment”; and squad leader Li Yongjiang was honored with the title “Jinan Hero.”



(4) The enthusiastic support of the people was an important condition for the smooth conduct of the campaign

In the summer of 1948, no sooner had young men in Shandong finished serving in the “summer offensive” along the Tianjin-Pukou line than they were called upon again to support the front for the campaign to liberate Jinan and to achieve complete victory in this decisive battle. After land reform, and with a fine harvest that year, the political consciousness of the people of Shandong had risen markedly, and their enthusiasm for supporting the front was extraordinarily high; the people of the liberated areas devoted all their heart and strength to helping their sons and brothers root out this final bastion of local landlords and gentry that had lingered on for so long, defending the fruits of their own hard-won victory. Large numbers of outstanding young men signed up to join the army; the people gave everything they had, contributing manpower, material resources, and financial support to the front in the greatest measure possible.

During the Jinan Campaign, the people raised and contributed 140 million catties of grain, organized 500,000 civilian laborers and 18,000 handcarts, and mobilized more than 14,000 additional stretcher-bearers on short notice; more than 300,000 civilian laborers took part in the transport of ammunition, provisions, and the wounded, and more than 300,000 more provided nursing care for the wounded. Ordinary people, filled with deep affection for their own sons and brothers, rushed forward under fire to carry the wounded to safety amid the fighting; when the moment for battle came, they too joined in the fray, and increased production still further to support the front line.

Once Jinan had been captured, the deputy commander of the Nationalist 2nd Pacification Zone, Qi Yaozhang, fled disguised as a monk, while the deputy commandant, Niu Zhenli, tried to flee to Gaomi disguised as well — both were caught by PLA militia searching for them. The people of Shandong were bitterly hostile to the enemy, and the population as a whole was as one; a dense, inescapable net was cast over every corner of the region, and from east of Jinan City all the way to the south of Mount Tai and along both banks of the Yellow River, an unbreakable network took shape, capable of overwhelming the vast ocean itself — presenting a magnificent panorama of the people’s war.

During the Jinan Campaign, the battle cry “Advance on Jinan Prefecture, capture Wang Yaowu alive” became the spontaneous rallying call of the broad masses of the people. The people of the Shandong liberated area bound their own fate closely to the outcome of the campaign; to liberate Jinan, they spared no sacrifice of their own family wealth in supporting the front, demonstrating throughout a mindset of putting the front line first and the overall victory first. It was precisely because of this resolute determination and active action, freely and willingly offered by the entire population, that the fate of Jinan’s garrison — total annihilation — was sealed.







Chapter 75: The Second Battle of Grozny

(December 25, 1999 – February 6, 2000)

The Second Battle of Grozny was a fierce and brutal urban offensive and defensive campaign fought during the Second Chechen War, between Russian forces and Chechen illegal armed groups. The campaign began on December 25, 1999 and ended on February 6, 2000, lasting 44 days. Russian forces committed more than 30,000 troops; the Chechen illegal armed groups totaled about 5,000 men (including about 1,500 foreign mercenaries). In this campaign, Russian forces suffered more than 800 killed and more than 1,600 wounded, while destroying more than 3,500 members of the illegal armed groups. Over the course of the operation, Russian forces thoroughly absorbed the lessons and experience of the First Battle of Grozny, ultimately achieving a decisive victory in the campaign — a victory of major strategic significance for Russia’s efforts to combat domestic separatism and to safeguard national unity and cohesion of public morale. Studying this case offers insight into how, under modern conditions, regular armed forces conduct strike operations against separatist armed groups — a form of warfare that recurs frequently in today’s world, and one well worth our research and study.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

The city of Grozny was founded in the 19th century, deep in the heart of Chechen territory, originally built as a fortress after Tsarist Russian forces occupied the region. Surrounded by mountains on all sides, densely forested, and encircled by numerous fortified towns, the city forms a network of roads converging from every direction. It is Chechnya’s political, economic, military, and cultural center, holding a position of immense strategic importance.

In August 1999, Chechen illegal armed groups invaded the neighboring Republic of Dagestan, part of the Russian Federation, joining forces with local extremist Muslim factions of the “Wahhabi” movement, proclaiming the establishment of an “independent Islamic state” and setting up a “holy war” command structure. From the end of August through early September, Chechen illegal armed groups also carried out seven terrorist bombing attacks in the North Caucasus region, causing nearly 300 deaths and more than 100 injuries. These incidents sharply worsened the situation in the North Caucasus, causing widespread public panic, and posed a serious threat to Russian national sovereignty and territorial integrity. To defend national unity and crush the forces of Chechen separatism, the Russian federal government resolutely decided to take military action once again.

Russian operational plan: relying on its overwhelming superiority in weapons and equipment, troop numbers, and logistical support, to launch a comprehensive offensive against Grozny; using strongpoint clearing operations and encirclement-and-annihilation tactics, to seize key objectives within the city while pressing hardened elements who refused to surrender back toward designated areas on the city’s outskirts, where they would be thoroughly wiped out — thereby completely destroying the illegal Chechen regime and once again liberating Grozny.

Chechen illegal armed groups’ operational plan: as much as possible, avoid direct frontal engagement with Russian forces, so as to limit the advantage of Russian superior equipment; instead, wear down Russian living strength through demolition operations, harassment and guerrilla tactics, and sniper attacks, seeking to hold out over the long term and wear the Russians down through attrition.

Russian force deployment: the Russian ground forces committed to this campaign included the 19th Motorized Rifle Division of the North Caucasus Military District, the 423rd Motorized Rifle Regiment of the 4th Motorized Rifle Division, the 245th Motorized Rifle Regiment of the 3rd Motorized Rifle Division, the 76th Airborne Division, and the 234th Independent Airborne Regiment; the Northern Fleet’s 61st Independent Naval Infantry Brigade; the Pacific Fleet’s 165th Naval Infantry Regiment; and units of the Interior Ministry and the Federal Security Service, totaling more than 30,000 men. Russian forces divided their strength into three operational groups — northern, eastern, and western. The northern group bore the main responsibility for the offensive; the eastern and western groups were tasked with a converging offensive, encircling Grozny from three directions while leaving one corridor open in the south, allowing local residents to leave the city voluntarily.

Chechen illegal armed groups’ force deployment: approximately 3,000 armed personnel were permanently stationed within the city, including about 2,000 in the old industrial district, 1,200 in the October district, 800 in the factory district, 300 in the Leninsky district, and 300 in the Black River district; in addition, about 2,000 further armed personnel withdrawing from other areas were assigned to reinforce the various city districts, taking part in the defense of the city. To resist the Russian advance, Chechen illegal armed groups had, in advance, built a complete urban street-fighting defensive system within Grozny: the great majority of artillery pieces were concealed within residential areas and enterprise buildings; in tall buildings, upper stories and rooftops were set up as sniper and anti-aircraft artillery positions, and lower floors, along streets, were set up as fortified firing points; in the city, along major roads and traffic hubs, large numbers of landmines and booby traps were laid, and steel-reinforced concrete pillboxes and abandoned civilian vehicles were used to block intersections; at key road junctions, sturdy reinforced-concrete fortifications were built, and more than 60 fuel storage tanks were positioned within the industrial district, to be detonated as a “fire barrier” to block the Russian advance.




II. Course of the Battle

At dawn on December 25, 1999, the Russian Northern Operational Group, under the command of General Bulgakov, was the first to launch its assault on the urban area of Grozny, opening the curtain on the battle to capture the city.


(1) Russian forces launch a full assault on Grozny (December 25, 1999 – January 17, 2000)

At the outset of the campaign, Russian forces sought to carry out their established operational plan, employing tactics of three-dimensional assault and sector-by-sector encirclement under the cover of powerful artillery support, gradually “eating away” at the districts held by the illegal armed groups, while striving to destroy as much of the enemy’s living strength as possible. But the illegal armed groups, making use of their pre-established defensive works and every piece of favorable terrain, resisted stubbornly, refusing to yield an inch, displaying a level of tactical skill and combat capability that far exceeded Russian expectations. During the fighting, the illegal armed groups frequently dispatched small units to infiltrate and penetrate the flanks and rear of Russian forces, launching harassment operations, continually striking at Russian follow-on assault units, logistics, and equipment support systems. Under this stubborn resistance from the illegal armed groups, the Russian advance was slowed. By December 26, apart from the Northern Operational Group’s motorized rapid-reaction force, which had occupied part of the northeastern district of Grozny, all other columns had advanced only a little more than a hundred meters.

In response to this situation, Russian forces promptly readjusted their operational deployment, reorganizing the Chechen opposition leader Khamzat Gantamirov’s more than 600 Chechen militia as the first assault echelon, making full use of their particular strengths to wage counter-guerrilla operations against the illegal armed groups; naval infantry, army special-operations units, and Interior Ministry troops with experience in urban combat were formed into a second echelon, tasked with clearing out remaining enemy resistance and reinforcing the fighting of the Chechen militia in a timely manner; motorized units were designated as the third echelon, providing powerful firepower support for the first and second echelons’ operations. The adjustment to Russian dispositions achieved a marked effect, and the pace of the advance steadily accelerated. By the end of December, the northern group’s command post had advanced to within about 1,000 meters of the enemy’s main defensive line facing the city center; the western group had gained control of the old industrial district in northwestern Grozny; and the eastern group had captured the Khankala area and the old Sunzha district — described as the “key” to eastern Grozny. The illegal armed groups suffered massive casualties, and their defensive area had been compressed to the narrow strip around the city center and the southern part of the city, with every important route for maneuver and reinforcement leading from the center toward the north, east, and west now severed.

As casualties among Russian forces and local residents rose rapidly, international pressure on Russia intensified further, particularly from Western powers such as the United States and Britain. Some “liberal” media outlets within Russia itself also increasingly attacked the federal government over the Chechen question, accusing it of human-rights violations, undermining democracy, and trampling on civil liberties. On December 31, 1999, under pressure from the international community and the need to stabilize the domestic political situation, Russian President Yeltsin suddenly announced his resignation. Acting President Putin, taking advantage of the Orthodox Christmas holiday, ordered a temporary halt to the assault on Grozny, in order to readjust the operational deployment for the assault on the city.

Over the more than ten days from early to mid-January 2000, Russian forces focused their main efforts on tightening the encirclement, laying minefields, clearing out remaining elements of the illegal armed groups within occupied areas, and readjusting operational dispositions. Making use of this lull in the fighting, the Grozny garrison organized more than 600 armed personnel who had already broken through the encirclement to launch surprise raids against Russian forces at the three towns of Argun, Shali, and Gudermes on January 9, in an attempt to relieve the pressure on the illegal armed groups within Grozny. This raid caused 25 Russian deaths and 30 wounded, making it the single bloodiest day of the entire campaign up to that point.



(2) Russian forces seize the city center (January 17–31, 2000)

On January 17, 2000, having readjusted their dispositions, Russian forces resumed their offensive against Grozny, and the operation to liberate Grozny entered its decisive phase. In the early hours of the morning, Russian air forces, making use of the cover of darkness, bombed the concentrated positions of the illegal armed groups in the center of Grozny. Following this, ground forces made up of naval infantry, the Interior Ministry, special forces, tank units, and mechanized infantry, some 20,000 men in all formed from the strong assault group and the strong support group, launched a large-scale attack on the city center of Grozny. Afterward, the strong assault group and strong support group — organized from naval infantry, army units, special forces, the Interior Ministry’s internal security troops, tank units, and motorized rifle troops, totaling more than 20,000 men — launched a large-scale assault against the city center of Grozny, which was serving as the central redoubt of the illegal armed groups.

At the outset of the assault, Russian forces were not entirely clear on the geography of the various districts of Grozny, having launched the general assault before completing a thorough investigation of the illegal armed groups’ actual strength and dispositions. Fighting in the poorly understood sub-districts, they met stubborn resistance and suffered heavier than expected casualties.

However, Russian forces poured in follow-on troops without pause, and the illegal armed groups, unable to withstand the pressure, were compelled to launch a breakout attempt. But in doing so, they blundered directly into the minefields Russian forces had laid in advance, suffering heavy losses once again. Among the leading elements attempting to break out, four senior field commanders, including Aslan Dudayev, were killed; only the second-in-command, Shamil Basayev, together with fewer than a thousand men, managed to escape. Though Basayev survived, he had his right leg blown off and suffered injuries to both hands and his head.

At the same time, Russian forces continued mopping-up operations against remaining elements of the illegal armed groups within Grozny, with small-scale street fighting continuing to break out from time to time. On February 4, Russian forces raised the national flag over the Chechen government building in the center of Grozny. On February 6, Russian forces captured the last stronghold of resistance in Grozny — the Grozny factory district. That same day, Acting Russian President Putin announced that Russian forces had liberated Grozny. With this, the Second Battle of Grozny came to an end in a Russian victory.





III. Analysis

The Second Battle of Grozny was the pivotal engagement of the Second Chechen War, and was also an urban offensive operation carried out by Russia amid an unpredictable, ever-shifting international and domestic environment. Throughout the decision-making and execution of this campaign, the Russian leadership, under Putin, gave full consideration to political, economic, cultural, and other factors, and the participating forces responded actively to the various problems that arose in the course of the operation, ultimately achieving victory in this urban assault. This form of urban warfare — heavily influenced and constrained by international and domestic political, economic, social, cultural, and ethnic factors — is a typical example of what might be called “political-military warfare,” and well merits our study.


(1) Decisive decision-making and resolute use of forces were the foundation of Russian victory in this urban assault

Russia’s two separate military efforts to resolve the Chechen question produced very different results, and whether the decision to act was resolute and decisive was a major reason for this difference. Russia’s first military action against Chechnya was carried out while the senior leadership still harbored illusions about the Chechen separatist movement. From 1991 to 1994, Chechnya had persistently agitated for “independence,” but Russia’s leadership failed to make a decisive move to deal with the situation, and the military made no preparations whatsoever for suppressing the rebellion. Eventually, when the situation could no longer be tolerated, the Russian Federal Security Council did not decide to deploy troops until November 28, 1994, and even then it still hoped to achieve a political settlement through military pressure, which led to an irresolute military campaign, a loss of the initiative, and, after more than a month of fighting, a failure to achieve the intended objectives — leaving the Chechen question a long-running problem that plagued Russian domestic and foreign policy for years afterward.

At the outset of the Second Chechen War, Russia once again faced enormous political and diplomatic pressure. From the very beginning of Russian military operations in Chechnya, Western nations led by the United States showed clear signs of wanting to intervene in the Chechen question. As Russian troop levels in Chechnya increased and the intensity of operations grew, along with a rising number of refugees, Western pressure on Russia grew correspondingly. Clinton and other Western leaders issued repeated statements demanding that Russia halt its military operations and negotiate with the Chechen authorities; the European Union warned Russia not to disrupt the balance of European military power or increase conventional weapons stockpiles because of the Chechen war; and the International Monetary Fund decided to delay a $600 million loan it had already promised Russia.

Nevertheless, to ensure that Russian forces could destroy the Chechen terrorists completely, the Russian government’s position, in the face of Western interference in its internal affairs, remained extremely firm and resolute. Senior Russian officials repeatedly stated, in various international settings and media outlets, that the Chechen question was an internal Russian matter, that foreign powers had no right to interfere, and that Russia’s military operations in Chechnya required no mediation from the EU or any other country, and that nothing would shake Russia’s resolve to eliminate the terrorists. From the very start of the war, senior Russian military leadership — including the Minister of Defense, the Chief of the General Staff, and frontline commanders — all spoke with one voice, declaring their intent to “completely destroy every bandit within Chechen territory” and “thoroughly eliminate the soil that breeds terrorism.” Acting Russian President Putin, undeterred by the harsh weather, personally flew aboard a Su-27 to Grozny, firmly rejecting the possibility of negotiations with Chechen armed groups, and reaffirming once again that the only way out for Chechen armed elements was to lay down their weapons and surrender — further demonstrating the Russian government’s determination to see the Chechen military campaign through to the end.

The resolute and decisive attitude of Russia’s senior leadership was matched by an entirely different performance from Russian forces compared with the earlier war. In this campaign, Russian forces were meticulously organized, with unified command, flexible tactics, and effective logistical support; every unit’s actions were closely coordinated, and military operations were closely integrated with political, diplomatic, economic, and public-opinion efforts, allowing Russia to bring most of Chechen territory under its control within a relatively short period of time, complete the sealing of the Chechen border, and lay a solid foundation for the eventual resolution of the Chechen question.



(2) Political conciliation and winning the hearts of the people ensured the smooth conduct of this campaign

Russia is a multiethnic country, having inherited many ethnic problems from the former Soviet Union, and the Caucasus region in particular has the longest, most frequent, and most complex history of ethnic conflict in the whole of Russia. As an aftereffect of the Soviet collapse, some federal subjects — particularly certain ethnic republics — have seen highly active separatist movements. The failure of the first Chechen war was, to a large extent, the result of Russian forces failing to gain the understanding and support of the domestic population during the Chechen campaign, ultimately leaving them isolated and without support. In this second campaign for Grozny, Russian forces absorbed the lessons and experience of the first Chechen war, placing great emphasis on uniting the people and winning their support alongside military action, thereby greatly accelerating the pace of the campaign.

First, Russian forces distinguished between Chechen extremists and the ordinary Chechen population. Before launching the offensive, Russian forces opened four corridors simultaneously around the entire encirclement of Chechen armed forces, and distributed large numbers of leaflets throughout Grozny and the surrounding areas, informing residents of specific evacuation routes, allowing Chechen refugees trapped within the encirclement to withdraw in time. Even at the most tense and intense moments of the assault on Grozny, Russian forces still kept one safety corridor open within the encirclement, allowing civilians to escape the war-torn city. The Russian Duma also passed an amnesty decree, announcing that, apart from ringleaders with blood on their hands, all ordinary members of the illegal armed groups who laid down their weapons and ceased resistance would be granted amnesty. In the course of operations, to avoid civilian casualties, Russian forces made use of precision-guided weapons wherever possible, and took a variety of measures to prevent accidental harm to civilians.

Second, Russian forces made great efforts to rebuild the liberated areas. Because Chechnya’s situation had spun out of control for so long, funds allocated by the Russian federal center to Chechnya had frequently been diverted for other purposes, even becoming, at times, a source of financing for the illegal armed groups and terrorists. In many parts of Chechnya, people lived in poverty, factories had shut down, hospitals had suspended operations, schools had closed, and public health conditions were dire. Once Russian forces liberated these areas, the central government immediately arranged for large quantities of food, medicine, and other daily necessities to be delivered, helping local residents address their most pressing survival needs, and also allocated more than 200 million rubles from its reserve fund for relief work and refugee resettlement in the liberated areas.

Third, Russian forces entrusted operational tasks to the Chechen people themselves. Russia released Khamzat Gantamirov, the former mayor of Grozny who had been imprisoned in 1996, and had him serve as the future head of the Chechen government, establishing a new Chechen administration within areas under Russian control, and directing Chechen militia in combat operations. Chechen militiamen were themselves Chechens; having organized spontaneously in opposition to the terrorist activities of the Maskhadov government, they cooperated with Russian forces in mopping-up operations. These militia had grown up in Chechnya, and understood the ethnic characteristics and temperament of the Chechen people extremely well. Particularly worth noting is that some of these militiamen had intricate ties with the Chechen illegal armed groups — some had themselves once been bandits, and some had even served as mid- or low-level commanders within the illegal armed groups. Once these armed elements surrendered, they too joined the militia’s ranks, turning their guns to take part in the subsequent mopping-up operations. When Russian forces launched their general assault on Grozny, it was Chechen militia who served as the first echelon, charging at the very front, making an important contribution to guiding Russian assault forces in a swift, forceful drive against the defending enemy.

Fourth, Russian forces relied on the Chechen people to maintain local public order. Russian forces made use of local Chechen residents to help maintain order in the liberated areas, further assisting in clearing out armed elements who had gone into hiding, and played a positive role in establishing a relatively stable rear area to support Russian forces’ operations at the front. Russian authorities appointed local administrative heads and temporary administrative officials in the liberated areas, and established regional garrison commands and inspectorates, relying on these figures to jointly maintain law and order in the Chechen liberated areas, which played a very positive role in stabilizing public sentiment.

Over the course of this Chechen war, Russia made every effort to win the support of the people, drawing a clear line between friend and foe. To ensure the safety of civilians, Russian forces repeatedly suspended their offensive against Chechnya, demonstrating great restraint and genuine humanitarianism — this played a positive role in winning public support, while also delivering a considerable psychological blow to the Chechen armed groups. According to statistics from the Russian Information Center, 68 percent of the public supported the government’s military action against Chechnya. In this way, the Chechen rebels found themselves forced to compete militarily, on their own, against a Russian army with soaring morale — and given the vast disparity in military strength between the two sides, the Chechen illegal armed groups could not escape their ultimate fate of defeat.



(3) Sniper and counter-sniper warfare was a prominent feature of this urban assault campaign

In modern warfare, the rapid fire of light weapons can, in most circumstances, achieve no more than a suppressive effect, and rarely succeeds in actually killing the enemy; a sniper’s weapon, by contrast, can strike the enemy from a distance of around 1,000 meters, inflicting casualties with just one or two rounds. In urban street fighting, a sniper is like a Sword of Damocles hanging high over the enemy’s head, keeping them in a state of constant, terrifying uncertainty about when death might strike, and, to a certain degree and within a certain range, depriving the enemy of freedom of movement.

A Russian officer who had returned from the front once described to others his own terrifying encounter with a Chechen sniper: it was early one morning, and a Russian infantry unit was marching through the outskirts of Grozny. A sudden “bang” rang out, and the point man, Dolotov, collapsed to the ground; before long, blood was pooling and spreading from beneath his face. “Bang!” Another shot rang out, and the point man Gozaitsev fell as well, his kneecap shattered. “It’s a sniper!” Gozaitsev shouted. The soldiers immediately took cover nearby. Two soldiers, carrying emergency medical kits, moved to reach Gozaitsev. “Bang! Bang!” Two more shots rang out, and both soldiers were struck in the head at the same instant, each killed instantly with a single shot. On the Chechen battlefield, Chechen illegal armed sniper units were the enemy Russian forces feared most; they were typically well equipped and rigorously trained, displayed considerable combat capability, and exhibited the following prominent characteristics:

First, they made use of advanced weapons and equipment. The Chechen illegal armed groups possessed large numbers of advanced weapons, including “Dragunov” sniper rifles, American-made M16 automatic rifles, the newly produced Russian Kalashnikov automatic rifles, Stinger rockets, and satellite communications systems — weapons with high firing precision, long range, light weight, and high effectiveness, making them ideal tools for carrying out sniper operations.

Second, they employed effective sniper tactics. Chechen illegal armed groups adopted a form of “non-defensive defense,” and a tactic of “strike and run,” moving with elusive speed. In mountain defensive operations, snipers concealed themselves in advantageous terrain difficult for the enemy to detect, taking sudden, accurate shots to inflict casualties on advancing Russian forces and to control key points. In urban defensive operations, they made use of buildings, streets, and underground facilities, forming a three-dimensional sniper network, and frequently made use of schools, hospitals, and other public facilities as sniper positions. Some snipers deliberately punctured car tires, engines, and fuel tanks, forcing Russian forces to expose themselves in the open, then expanded their sniping effect further; or else placed the bodies of wounded or dead Russian soldiers along roads or in the vicinity of urban districts, in places favorable for sniping, to kill personnel who came to retrieve or rescue them.

Third, they organized sniper teams. These small teams had a clear division of labor, covering observation, shooting, and other specific tasks, with real-time communication of intelligence and mutual cover and support during operations. Typically, one sniper team could control an intersection and the surrounding buildings, and several sniper teams working in coordination could control an entire block.

Fourth, they recruited mercenary snipers. Chechen illegal armed groups recruited thousands of mercenary snipers from abroad. These mercenaries received professional training, possessed excellent skills, and were vicious and merciless in their methods. In particular, some female foreign mercenary snipers, disguised as ordinary residents sitting on rooftops, used silenced rifles or sporting rifles to snipe at Russian forces, inflicting large numbers of casualties on Russian personnel.

To reverse this unfavorable situation, Russian forces also launched an active counter-sniper campaign. For example, they drew elite marksmen from within their ranks to form dedicated counter-sniper detachments, equipped with specialized sniping weapons, and invited officers with real combat experience against Chechen snipers to lecture on sniping tactics — measures that, to a certain degree, dampened the arrogance of the Chechen illegal armed snipers.



(4) “Extensive,” poorly refined operational support caused Russian combat effectiveness considerable harm

In this campaign for Grozny, although Russian forces carried out active operational preparations, because their consideration of the complexity and difficulty of the operation was inadequate, and the degree of refinement in operational support was insufficient, this resulted in a number of gaps and oversights, which, to a certain extent, affected the sustained combat capability of the units and caused a certain number of Russian casualties.

In terms of intelligence support, Russia’s intelligence data on Grozny was comparatively lacking, especially in terms of human intelligence. Russian forces were unable to grasp conditions in detail regarding the deployment of Chechen illegal armed groups, and reconnaissance of routes for both reconnaissance and combat operations was inadequate, relying only on passive observation to compensate for these gaps. During operations, commanders repeatedly attempted to overcome these gaps, but the result was often delays to operational timelines and setbacks to the pace of the campaign.

In terms of logistical support, Russian forces experienced a certain degree of problems with disease prevention and control, and epidemics such as unclean drinking water, pneumonia, cholera, and dysentery occurred from time to time among the troops, causing a considerable number of non-combat casualties.

In terms of equipment, although the Russian Ministry of Defense gave priority in distributing new weapons and equipment to participating units, because these units had not fully completed their re-equipment, and because the actual number of effective combatants suited to this kind of warfare was small, the bulk of the participating forces were still able to make use of only conventional weaponry during combat, and large quantities of heavy equipment were unable to bring their intended combat effectiveness to bear. Participating units’ helmets, body armor, and other individual protective gear were also visibly insufficient, and many officers and men remained clad in green camouflage uniforms even amid the snow, making them easy targets for Chechen snipers. Refueling and resupplying ammunition for combat vehicles also proved extremely difficult; some fuel supply units could not accurately calculate the units’ fuel requirements, which directly affected the achievement of combat objectives. For example, when Russian tanks pursued the enemy, they ran out of fuel, and had to stop mid-pursuit to refuel, by which time the enemy had already vanished without a trace.







Chapter 76: The Battle of Fallujah

(November 8–13, 2004)

The Battle of Fallujah was the largest-scale urban combat operation American forces conducted during the Iraq War. The battle began on November 8, 2004 and ended on the 13th, lasting six days. American forces committed 12,000 troops, with the cooperation of more than 2,000 Iraqi security force personnel; the anti-American insurgent forces numbered only about 3,000. In this campaign, American and Iraqi coalition forces killed more than 2,000 anti-American insurgents; American forces suffered only 54 killed and 425 wounded. In this operation, American forces destroyed large numbers of anti-American insurgents, seized a staggering quantity of illegally hoarded weapons, and dealt a devastating psychological blow to the anti-American insurgency. Viewed purely as a military operation, this was a strike-and-annihilation campaign carried out by a regular army against anti-government armed elements, fought in an urban setting — a typical example of one of the forms of warfare most commonly encountered in today’s world, and one that offers important reference value for the future operations of our own armed forces.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

Fallujah lies about 69 kilometers west of Baghdad, Iraq’s capital, with a population of about 300,000. It is a key transportation hub linking Baghdad, Ramadi, and Jordan, with Highway 10 to Baghdad running straight through the city from east to west, and the Euphrates River curving around the western part of the city. In Iraq, Fallujah has earned the nickname “City of Mosques,” with more than 200 mosques scattered throughout the city and its surrounding villages, making it a place of concentrated religious devotion. Fallujah is also one of the important cities where Iraq’s Sunni Muslims are concentrated, with about 95 percent of its residents belonging to the Sunni sect.

After the start of the Iraq War, Fallujah gradually became the “main base” of the anti-American insurgency and the “wellspring” of terrorist activity in Iraq, with resistance activity flaring up repeatedly. According to statistics, by the time of the Battle of Fallujah, more than 300 American soldiers had already died in Fallujah alone — a death toll far exceeding that of any other Iraqi city outside Baghdad. For this reason, Fallujah earned the name “City of Resistance,” one of the few cities the Iraqi interim government could not control at the time, and a “nightmare” for American forces stationed in Iraq.

On March 31, 2004, four American security contractors were shot dead in downtown Fallujah. Following this incident, American forces concluded that Zarqawi, the third-ranking figure in the “al-Qaeda” organization responsible for numerous bombings, attacks, and kidnappings in Iraq, was hiding in Fallujah, and immediately shifted the focus of their military operations there. In April 2004, American forces stationed in Iraq briefly occupied Fallujah in an effort to eliminate Zarqawi’s forces, but withdrew under outside pressure. On October 13, 2004, the Iraqi interim government’s prime minister, Allawi, ordered anti-American armed groups and residents in Fallujah to hand over Zarqawi, or else face large-scale military action against the city. Subsequently, American and coalition forces encircled Fallujah. On October 31, Allawi declared: “The door to a peaceful resolution of the Fallujah question is gradually closing; Iraqi and American forces will retake Fallujah by force.”

American-Iraqi coalition operational plan: on the basis of a comprehensive blockade and encirclement of the city, first carry out “point-elimination” operations against anti-American strongholds outside the city; then, with the eastern side of the city serving as the direction for a diversionary attack, concentrate overwhelming superior forces and firepower to launch a pincer assault converging from the west and north, seizing the two bridges of major strategic value within the city as well as Fallujah General Hospital, splitting apart the areas held by the anti-American insurgents; and finally, adopting a tactic of layered advance and sector-by-sector encirclement and annihilation, to completely destroy every anti-American insurgent in Fallujah.

Anti-American insurgent operational plan: using the city’s numerous “mosques” as rallying points, stockpiling large quantities of ammunition and supplies there, and establishing within Fallujah a layered defensive system of street-by-street, alley-by-alley resistance; making use of the complex human and social conditions within Fallujah to stir up the fanatical anti-American sentiment of the local Sunni Muslim population and win the support of local residents, in order to effectively resist the joint American-Iraqi urban offensive; and, by publicizing to the outside world the civilian casualties suffered in Fallujah during the fighting, seeking to win international sympathy and support, thereby subjecting the American-Iraqi coalition forces to enormous political pressure and compelling them to halt their military operation.

In terms of forces committed, American troops used the elite of their ground combat strength — the 1st Marine Division, the Army’s 1st Infantry Division, and the Army’s 1st Cavalry Division — totaling about 12,000 men; the anti-American insurgents numbered only 2,000 to 3,000, giving a force ratio of about six to one. In terms of weapons and equipment, American forces were equipped with large quantities of heavy weaponry, including M1A1 tanks, 155mm howitzers, and “Bradley” fighting vehicles, along with more than 20 types of advanced combat aircraft providing air firepower and information support; the anti-American insurgents, by contrast, had only light weapons — AK-47 assault rifles, grenade launchers, and rocket launchers.




II. Course of the Battle


(1) Preliminary firepower strikes clear outlying strongpoints

Following their pre-established operational plan, U.S. Marine and Army forces, with the cooperation of Iraqi government troops, completely encircled Fallujah, first cutting off all contact between anti-American insurgents within the city and the outside world. While intensifying their military deployment, American forces simultaneously launched a powerful psychological warfare offensive and carried out military actions such as missile strikes, applying pressure in an attempt to compel the armed organizations within the city to hand over Zarqawi. Although the armed organizations within the city ultimately did not betray Zarqawi despite this American show of force, these American “three axe blows” caused 300,000 residents of Fallujah to flee the city in every direction, leaving only about 50,000 people remaining, including some 3,000 armed personnel of various kinds — creating favorable conditions for the American assault on the city.

Before launching their ground assault on Fallujah, American forces carried out weeks of air strikes and shelling. On November 2, U.S. Marine forces sent combat aircraft to carry out precision strikes against previously identified targets, focusing on objectives in southern Fallujah. In the early hours of the 3rd, with air support, U.S. Marine forces destroyed an anti-American command post and an ammunition depot in southeastern Fallujah, and in evening operations destroyed several more anti-American firing positions. At noon on the 4th, the U.S. Air Force carried out precision strikes against known firing positions in the northeastern part of the city, and Marine forces, in coordination with the air force, destroyed several anti-American strongholds in the southeastern part of the city. Late in the evening of the 4th, the U.S. Air Force carried out further air strikes against firing positions in the northeastern and southeastern parts of the city, destroying a number of anti-American strongholds. On the 5th, U.S. Marine aircraft supported ground operations, destroying an air-defense installation in the southern part of the city in the early morning, and another air-defense installation that evening, which triggered a violent secondary explosion. At the same time, American and Iraqi forces massed in large numbers outside Fallujah, preparing for a major assault on the city. On the 6th, naval aviation forces supported Iraqi security forces in carrying out precision strikes against several pre-planned targets in the southern part of the city, destroying several anti-American weapons caches.

Before November 6, the primary direction of American operations was southern Fallujah. American naval air forces and Army combat aircraft, in the preceding period, had destroyed numerous anti-American strongholds, weapons caches, air-defense installations, and command posts, inflicting heavy casualties on anti-American personnel and clearing obstacles for the coming ground offensive. American forces also mounted an intense psychological offensive, dropping large numbers of leaflets to undermine the morale of the anti-American insurgents. Several ground feint operations advanced only as far as the city’s edge, their primary purpose being to create the impression among anti-American insurgents that the American assault would come from the south. Events proved that these diversionary American actions achieved their intended effect: anti-American insurgents fell for the American “feint south, strike north” scheme, shifting their main strength from the true main axis of attack in the north of the city to the south. This diversionary action in the south of the city also caused armed elements to expose their secret hiding places, subjecting them to American firepower. Before the general assault launched on November 8, American forces also carried out several further feints in the north and west of the city; anti-American insurgents were completely unable to determine the true deployment of American forces or the direction of the main assault, and therefore took no effective, active countermeasures.



(2) Seizing key points within the city and dividing and encircling the defenders

On the evening of November 7, American forces completed their assembly of ground forces north and west of Fallujah, and a ground assault group formed of tanks and armored vehicles began advancing toward the northern and western outskirts of Fallujah. At dawn on the 8th, Iraqi forces swiftly occupied Fallujah General Hospital, on the western bank of the Euphrates River, while American forces, in a pre-dawn assault, seized and secured control of two major bridges, taking control of the transportation hub in western Fallujah. American forces made a point of rushing to occupy Fallujah General Hospital early, drawing on the lessons of the earlier assault on Fallujah in April 2004. During that previous American assault on Fallujah, the local hospital had continually released large numbers of reports of civilian deaths and injuries, sparking intense Iraqi outrage, with American forces accusing Iraqi doctors of grossly exaggerating civilian casualty figures. This time, American and coalition forces made a point of occupying and sealing off this “source of information” first, to avoid being subjected to excessive public pressure.

After nightfall on the 8th, the military operation codenamed “Phantom Fury” formally began. Along the main axis of attack in the north of the city, American forces employed a force of six battalions in total — four Marine battalions, one Army cavalry battalion, and one Army infantry battalion — using a tactic of two-flank envelopment combined with a deep central thrust, striking first at the Jolan district in the northwestern corner of Fallujah and the Askari district in the northeastern corner. The Jolan district, with its narrow streets, was a concentration point for anti-American armed strength. Before launching the ground assault, American forces had carried out days of air strikes and shelling against key targets in this area. Two battalions of U.S. Marine armored columns, under cover of ground and air firepower, were the first to break into the Jolan district, successfully occupying the forward positions in the western part of the city. At the same time, one U.S. Army battalion also broke into the Askari district in the northeastern corner of Fallujah. With both flanks having achieved their breakthroughs, the center also advanced smoothly, with infantry accompanying tanks in an assault on the railway station in northern Fallujah, pressing rapidly forward.

On the 9th, American forces continued to tighten their encirclement of Fallujah, advancing toward the city center from the Jolan district in western Fallujah and the Nazal district in the central part of the city. During this advance, American and coalition forces fought fierce street battles with anti-American insurgents in the Golan area of northwestern Fallujah, where resistance was strongest; the insurgents used mortars, car bombs, and rocket launchers, fighting a guerrilla-style battle street by street and house by house with American and coalition forces. American and coalition forces, relying on their superior equipment and powerful firepower support, steadily advanced, and by November 10 had gained control of 70 percent of Fallujah.

On the 11th, American forces had essentially brought under control the Jolan district, where anti-American armed activity had been most concentrated, and transferred administrative authority over this district to Iraqi army forces. But as American forces advanced toward the center of Fallujah, they came under sustained harassment from anti-American armed personnel firing mortars and rifles from every direction. American snipers also occupied elevated positions atop buildings to return fire, and used unmanned reconnaissance aircraft to circle over the city center, searching for the snipers firing on American forces.

In the street fighting from the 8th through the 11th, American forces used tanks and armored vehicles during daylight to split and encircle the anti-American insurgents, cutting off their ability to communicate and coordinate with one another, while at night making use of advanced night-fighting equipment to conduct operations, achieving excellent results. To reduce casualties in urban combat, American forces generally first used concentrated air firepower to carry out preliminary strikes against targets along and near their planned routes of advance, then used artillery and armored units to cover the infantry’s rapid advance along these routes, clearing away any remaining firing points along the way. Field artillery, through direct aimed fire and direct fire support, drove anti-American armed personnel hiding within buildings out into the open, where snipers would then eliminate them. Aviation units, through close coordination with ground forces, greatly improved the effectiveness of their operations.



(3) Mopping up scattered remnants and declaring the operation concluded

On the evening of the 12th, large-scale anti-American resistance forces within Fallujah had been either broken up or destroyed, and American forces began mopping-up operations. In the course of advancing into the heart of Fallujah, American forces killed about 600 anti-American armed personnel, at a cost of 178 wounded and 18 killed of their own.

On the evening of the 13th, American tanks and armored vehicles, in coordination with U.S. Marine ground forces, under artillery cover, captured the last stronghold held by armed elements in the southern part of the city; more than 300 armed personnel, besieged within a mosque, finally surrendered. The Iraqi government immediately declared that the main fighting in Fallujah had come to an end. In order to give the war-scarred city of Fallujah a brighter future to look forward to, the Iraqi interim government renamed this six-day military operation “Operation Dawn.”





III. Analysis

The Battle of Fallujah was the largest-scale urban offensive operation American forces conducted in Iraq, led by the Army, with participation from the Marine Corps and Army aviation and armored units — an operation with limited objectives, carried out under the guiding concept of “rapid decisive operations,” constituting a form of specialized urban warfare. In this operation, American forces made full use of their advantage in high-technology weapons and equipment, adopting a non-linear mode of combat and carrying out an integrated, joint operation involving multiple services and branches, achieving a swift and decisive outcome. This campaign holds exemplary significance for how a regular army might deal with anti-government armed forces entrenched within a city, and is an important case study that senior and mid-level PLA commanders cannot afford to overlook.


(1) Information superiority: the key to American forces’ seizing the initiative in urban combat

In traditional urban street fighting, the defending side, familiar with the terrain and holding the high ground, can conceal its own positions while observing the enemy, typically holding the initiative on the defense; the attacking side, by contrast, must fight for every position, remaining passive and taking losses at every turn, generally paying a heavy price for every street and building captured. According to the general pattern of urban combat, the ratio of attacker to defender casualties typically runs about 1:60. However, the rapid development of cutting-edge technology has proven capable of effectively addressing the complexity of the urban combat environment, becoming a key factor determining the outcome of modern urban street fighting. In the Battle of Fallujah, American forces made use of their unilateral advantage in high-technology reconnaissance and surveillance capabilities, effectively achieving a nearly one-sided transparency in battlefield intelligence, thereby reversing what would otherwise have been a passive position in urban combat.

First, American forces used multiple reconnaissance satellites and reconnaissance aircraft to fly continuously over Fallujah, sending back large numbers of real-time photographs, giving them a detailed grasp of the city’s terrain, physical features, and the deployment of anti-American armed forces and firepower — leaving the anti-American insurgents, who had originally hoped to use the city’s favorable terrain to fight a war of attrition against American forces, stripped of their terrain advantage.

Second, American forces employed the “Predator” unmanned reconnaissance-strike aircraft, which had gained notoriety during the war in Afghanistan, along with two new types of unmanned reconnaissance aircraft assigned down to the company level — the “Dragon Eye” and “Wasp.” Both of these small unmanned aircraft carried daytime cameras and nighttime infrared cameras, capable of flying for 20 to 60 minutes, compensating for the gaps left by high-altitude reconnaissance and providing frontline units with real-time updates on enemy activity within the operational area at any moment.

Third, American forces used the “Dragon Runner” four-wheeled miniature reconnaissance vehicle. This remotely operated reconnaissance vehicle, controlled by American soldiers, was equipped with visible-light and infrared cameras, video equipment, and various sensors, and could traverse a wide variety of complex terrain, transmitting back conditions “around the corner” in real time, effectively reducing the likelihood of being ambushed during street fighting.

Fourth, American forces were equipped with wall-penetrating personnel-detection devices. These devices, using advanced technologies such as electrostatic field detection, ultra-low-frequency electromagnetic sensing, and radar life-signature detection, could accurately detect the presence of people concealed on the other side of a wall from a distance of more than 100 meters, making it very difficult for anyone hiding to escape detection.

Fifth, American forces employed counter-sniper detection technology. American forces, for the first time, equipped their own snipers with counter-sniper detection devices capable of rapidly locating the precise position of an enemy sniper through acoustic, infrared, and laser detection technology; these devices offered a detection probability of up to 90 percent and allowed American forces to return fire within seconds of detecting a target, giving American snipers a decisive “technological edge” in sniper duels with their opponents.

It has become clear that the intelligence advantage gained by advanced reconnaissance and detection systems now exceeds any advantage in troop numbers, firepower, or terrain, and has become the single most decisive factor in determining victory in urban warfare. Without this specialized equipment and technology for urban street fighting, even the most brilliant command artistry on the part of the attacking commander would still come at a devastating cost. American operations in Fallujah demonstrated that, in the most complex of all combat environments — urban warfare — reliance on the support of advanced technological capability is bringing about a reversal of roles between the initiative once enjoyed by the urban defender and the passivity of the attacker: not only is the terrain advantage traditionally held by the urban defense now greatly diminished, but the balance of battlefield initiative has tipped decisively toward whichever side holds the advantage in information and intelligence — this has become a defining characteristic of American forces’ conduct of asymmetric urban warfare.



(2) Seizing “points” to control the city: employing a non-linear mode of combat unfolding simultaneously across the entire depth of the battlefield

In the Battle of Fallujah, on the basis of comprehensive control of the battlefield situation, American forces made a bold exploration and experiment with a non-linear approach to offensive urban combat.

First, based on intelligence gathered from aerial reconnaissance, American forces sent combat aircraft to carry out repeated precision strikes against key nodes of the anti-American armed forces within the city, weakening or even paralyzing their command and operational functions, causing the anti-American insurgents to lose unified command and suffer a sharp decline in their fighting capacity.

Second, once the ground offensive began, American forces did not advance gradually from the outside in, as the anti-American insurgents had anticipated; instead, they dispatched elite forces to suddenly cross the Euphrates River and, with the powerful support of air power, launched an assault against important targets deep within the anti-American defensive system, quickly capturing the central hospital in the city and gaining control of the two bridges over the Euphrates, fundamentally shaking the anti-American insurgents’ entire urban defense system at its foundation.

Third, just as the anti-American insurgents, having learned that their defensive depth had come under attack, were rushing to reinforce those areas, American forces, on the night of November 8, sent troops advancing into the city along more than ten separate routes from multiple directions at once, catching the anti-American insurgents in a crossfire from within and without, leaving them unable to mount an effective response or adjust their troop dispositions in time; many defensive lines were quickly breached, and important targets such as the railway station and the Rashid Mosque were captured. Anti-American armed personnel within the city were split apart and isolated one after another, unable to coordinate with or support one another. By the fourth day, American forces had already captured the Jolan district, known as the “resistance district within the City of Resistance,” and within a further three days had captured the entire city.

Under conditions of informatized warfare, the key to success or failure in urban combat lies in controlling the key points on which the urban resistance system depends for support — roads, bridges, high ground, command centers, and areas of concentrated resistance strength, among others. With the increasingly limited objectives of urban combat operations and a growing emphasis on efficiency, it can be said that controlling “points” is equivalent to controlling the city, achieving the realization of military and political objectives in urban warfare at minimal cost. Examining the process of American operations in Fallujah reveals a new “vantage point” refracted through this lens: precisely focusing on the control of “points.” This approach also multiplied the effectiveness of American offensive power many times over, not only overwhelming an anti-American insurgency that had, at one point, enjoyed high morale and had prepared defenses over an extended period, but even leaving American forces themselves somewhat surprised at how smoothly the campaign progressed. Practice has shown that in the face of this new non-linear mode of attack, a linear defensive system relying on layered troop deployment and dogged point-by-point defense has lost much of its former importance. As military organizational structures continue to trend toward smaller, more flexible units, accelerating the collapse of the opponent’s defensive system through multi-point, multi-directional, flexible and varied use of forces is becoming a new bright spot in American urban offensive operations.



(3) Innovative tactics: achieving a swift, decisive outcome through blockade, assault, and encirclement

In the Battle of Fallujah, the American-Iraqi coalition forces developed a street-fighting tactic that might be called “boiling the frog in lukewarm water” — that is, upon discovering a stronghold or weapons depot of the anti-American insurgents, first placing it under a tight blockade, cutting off all contact with the outside world; then sending aircraft to bomb it, using precision strikes against designated targets to flush the insurgents out; then having American forces press the attack from the front, with Iraqi interim government special forces following up from behind, advancing step by step, while large numbers of well-trained snipers occupied every commanding position, picking off the insurgents flushed out one by one. This approach was not in conflict with the broader strategic goal of a swift, decisive assault on the city — it merely differed in the specific deployment of forces by sector and in the pace of the advance, relying chiefly on the rational application of troop strength, firepower, and mobility to accelerate the pace of the operation.

In applying this set of tactics, American forces held that a blockade was the precondition for its effective execution — the tighter the blockade, the greater the likelihood of success. Before this assault, American forces had maintained a blockade of Fallujah for as long as three weeks. Only in the final phase of the assault did they leave open a single exit route on the northwest side of the city, allowing women, children, and journalists to leave Fallujah. Once operations began, American forces used loudspeakers to warn residents within the city that men between the ages of 15 and 50 were forbidden from entering or leaving Fallujah, or else would become targets for American gunfire. By sealing off every route of communication with the outside world, American forces created a kind of semi-permeable blockade around the perimeter of the city, and this played an important role in preventing anti-American armed elements from either fleeing or reinforcing the city.

Afterward, Marine forces sent troops rapidly into the city to seize control of pre-designated key points, an action that not only served as a means of attacking the city, but also served as a channel through which to reinforce their own forces, while simultaneously preventing the enemy from reinforcing or escaping. Finally, American forces divided Fallujah into several sections, having each section subjected to concentrated bombardment by rocket and artillery fire, while combining this with a coordinated infantry ground assault; at the same time, American forces placed great emphasis on the broad use of sniper tactics, combining point strikes with wide-ranging engagement to eliminate the enemy. The American Marine Corps developed anti-sniper tactics, deploying tank and infantry units in combination to strike at the enemy — after the sniper teams identified enemy positions, they were quickly relayed to nearby tank and infantry units for a strike, which greatly enhanced their effectiveness in employing this tactic.

The facts have shown that, regardless of how brilliant the commanding officer of the attacking side may be, without equipment and technology specifically suited to urban street fighting, even the most brilliant command artistry would still come at a devastating cost. American operations in Fallujah proved that in the most complex of all combat environments — urban warfare — relying on the support of advanced technological strength, the initiative once enjoyed by the urban defender and the passivity of the urban attacker are undergoing a fundamental reversal of positions.



(4) Integrated air-ground coordination: achieving unified superiority through the combination of contact and non-contact combat

In the Battle of Fallujah, American forces made use of remote precision-guided munitions, ground-attack aircraft, bombers, and special operations forces that could be summoned and coordinated in real time via command and control networks, achieving an integrated combination of combat forces. Combining ground, sea, air, and specialized combat forces of every kind, direction, and altitude, precision strikes and suppressive fire were directed against the objectives held by anti-American armed personnel within the urban combat zone. This shows that the necessary conditions for urban combat are shifting away from the traditional dominance of ground forces, and moving instead toward an integrated, all-domain, joint operational approach.

The forces employed by the American-Iraqi coalition forces in this operation consisted chiefly of air power, intelligence and reconnaissance power, and elite ground units, with strong assurance of the coordination capability between the battlespace as a whole and the ground forces. For example, the U.S. Marine Corps’s 1st Division possessed a strong information-integrated combat capability, with a high degree of air-ground coordination proficiency. At the same time, throughout the progress of urban combat operations, particular emphasis was placed on the combination of ground contact combat and aerial non-contact combat, achieving close integration between the two. American and coalition forces, in every attack, generally first launched fierce air bombardment, followed by ground forces conducting close encirclement and rapid assault, and whenever necessary, immediately summoned combined-forces firepower to strike back, giving the enemy no chance to mount a counterattack from concealed positions. American forces, through the skillful combination of ground and air combat power, compensated for the weaknesses of any single service or branch with the strengths of others, greatly enhancing the overall effectiveness of urban combat operations.

After the campaign, the American commander responsible for planning and directing this operation, Lieutenant General John Sattler, stated: “Relying on the C4ISR information system to conduct real-time integration, analysis, synthesis, and distribution of battlespace information, allowing operational units to obtain accurate information and data about their targets within the same timeframe, and to rely on joint strike plans, achieving coordinated strike capability in an instant, has effectively reduced command confusion, diluted the ‘fog of war,’ and greatly enhanced the coordinated operational capability of subordinate units.” It can be foreseen that, as C4ISR systems continue to develop and mature further, they will provide urban combat with a more practical and mature operational automation platform, creating a flexible, seamless network system, thereby achieving the synchronized coordination of future tactical-level operations as an integrated whole.







Part Eight: Border-Area Operations




Chapter 77: The Winter War

(November 30, 1939 – March 12, 1940)

The Winter War, also known as the Soviet-Finnish War, was a conflict launched by the Soviet Union against Finland at the very outset of the Second World War, after the Soviet Union’s demand that Finland sign a mutual-assistance treaty and cede part of its territory in exchange was rejected. The war began on November 30, 1939 and ended on March 12, 1940, lasting more than 100 days. In this conflict, Finnish forces suffered 48,000 killed, 45,000 wounded, and more than 800 taken prisoner; Soviet forces suffered 16,000 killed, 26,500 wounded, and more than 5,500 taken prisoner, along with the loss of 1,600 tanks and 648 aircraft. Although the Winter War ended, from a purely military standpoint, in Finland’s defeat, the Soviet Union’s political and diplomatic losses meant that its military victory came at a cost that outweighed its gains. Militarily speaking, however, the resistance mounted by Finnish forces has become a celebrated example in the history of world warfare of a weaker power resisting a stronger one, and one well worth careful study by later generations.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

Finland is a classic small European nation, with a population of only 3.5 million, located on the Scandinavian Peninsula in northern Europe, at the northern end of the Baltic Sea and on the eastern shore of the Gulf of Bothnia, bordering Russia (the Soviet Union) to the east and southeast. The Karelian Isthmus in the southeast — the narrow strip of land between Lake Ladoga and the Gulf of Finland — lay, at the time, only about 30 kilometers from St. Petersburg (Leningrad). The Gulf of Finland, in southern Finland, was Russia’s essential sea route into the Baltic, giving it enormous strategic importance — hence Finland’s ancient reputation as “the key to Petrograd.”

A history of sharp contradictions existed between Finland and Tsarist Russia (the Soviet Union), with Finland having repeatedly suffered under Tsarist encroachment; after the Finnish War (1808–1809), Finland was annexed into the Russian Empire in 1811. Following Russia’s “October Revolution” in 1917, the Soviet Union recognized Finnish independence. But as the threat of German fascism grew, contradictions and divergences in the diplomatic orientation of the Soviet Union and Finland became increasingly pronounced. In the latter part of the 1930s, facing the threat posed by fascist Germany, the Soviet Union, on the one hand, signed the “Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact” (the German-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact) with Nazi Germany, while, on the other, sought through a combination of friendship and mutual-assistance treaties and the threat of force to actively construct an “Eastern Front” stretching from the Baltic to the Black Sea, striving to expand its own strategic defensive depth. Finland, given its strategically important position, naturally became a key link in this Soviet “Eastern Front.”

On September 1, 1939, Germany launched its blitzkrieg against Poland, and as Poland’s fall became imminent, the Soviet Union, citing the protection of Russian interests in Poland, sent a million-strong army across the Soviet-Polish border to take part in the partition of Poland. This also allowed the Soviet Union to push its western border 100 to 400 kilometers further west, providing valuable strategic depth for the later defense against German invasion. Although this secured the safety of the western Soviet Union, the situation in the north remained unresolved. Motivated by both the need to expand its own territory and the need to prevent Germany from using Finland as a base from which to attack the Soviet Union, and to improve the defense of Leningrad, the Soviet Union made territorial demands on Finland. On October 5, 1939, the Soviet People’s Commissar for Foreign Affairs, Molotov, invited the Finnish government to send a delegation to Moscow to discuss “certain political questions.” On October 12, delegations from the two countries met at the Kremlin. Stalin proposed that Finland should:


	Move the Soviet-Finnish border on the Karelian Isthmus westward, so that the distance between the two countries’ border and Leningrad would reach 70 kilometers;


	Lease the port of Hanko, at the mouth of the Gulf of Finland, and its surrounding area to the Soviet Union for the establishment of a naval base, so that the Soviet Union could effectively control access to the Gulf of Finland, with a lease term of 30 years;


	Cede the Finnish islands including Hogland to the Soviet Union;


	Adjust the border in the northern region. In exchange, the Soviet Union would grant Finland territorial compensation twice the area ceded.




The Finnish government, led by President Kallio, did not immediately reject the Soviet proposal, and after consulting with Field Marshal Mannerheim, commander-in-chief of the Finnish armed forces, decided to make concessions only on the question of several islands in the Gulf of Finland and the Karelian border line, on the condition that the fortified defensive line spanning the Karelian Isthmus remain firmly under Finnish control. Beyond this, the Finnish government rejected the demands regarding the lease of the Hanko base and adjustment of the border on the Rybachy Peninsula.

It was evident that Finland’s concessions were conditional and limited, while the Soviet Union refused to make any concessions of its own, and the negotiations reached an impasse. To break the deadlock, the Soviet Union proposed instead purchasing or exchanging other islands, but Finland still refused.

On November 13, negotiations collapsed, and the Soviet Union decided to resolve the matter by force. On the evening of November 26, Molotov announced that Finland had fired on Soviet forces across the border three times as a provocation, and demanded that Finnish troops immediately withdraw 20 to 25 kilometers from the border. The Finnish government did not reject this demand outright, but, as a condition in return, also asked that Soviet forces withdraw an equal distance from the other side of the border — a condition the Soviet Union found entirely unacceptable. A few hours later, the Soviet Union renounced the “Soviet-Finnish Non-Aggression Pact” the two countries had signed in 1932. On the night of November 29, the Soviet Union recalled its representative stationed in Finland, and the Soviet-Finnish War was on the brink of breaking out.

Soviet objectives: the strategic aim behind the Soviet Union’s launching of the Winter War was to seize strategically important Finnish territory, expand its strategic defensive depth, and construct an “Eastern Front” stretching from the Baltic to the Black Sea, including Finland, to serve as a “shield” against future fascist German aggression; the occupation of Finland would also satisfy Soviet great-power chauvinism and narrow national self-interest. To this end, before the war, Soviet forces concentrated more than 500,000 army troops, later increased to more than 900,000, with more than 2,000 tanks and several thousand artillery pieces; the air force had more than 3,000 aircraft of various types; and the navy’s Baltic Fleet and Northern Fleet together numbered about 50,000 men.

The Soviet Union’s campaign objective for the Winter War was: to use four field armies, advancing along four separate axes, to launch a comprehensive offensive against Finland, swiftly occupying the Finnish capital of Helsinki, in order to compel Finland to sue for peace. The Soviet operational plan can be summarized as follows: the 7th Army would deploy on the Karelian Isthmus, with the main task of breaking through the “Mannerheim Line” (a permanent fortified defensive line Finland had built on the Karelian Isthmus before the war, named after Finnish Field Marshal Mannerheim, the entire line comprising a security zone, a main defensive zone, a second defensive zone, and a rear defensive zone) and capturing Vyborg (present-day Vyborg, Russia), pressing on toward the Finnish capital, Helsinki; the Baltic Fleet would support the operations of the 7th Army. The 8th Army would deploy in the northeastern area of Lake Ladoga, with the main task of supporting the 7th Army’s main thrust through a frontal assault. The 9th Army would deploy along the central border area of Finland, with the main task of capturing Oulu and Kemi, cutting off north-south communication within Finland. The 14th Army would deploy in the direction of Murmansk, with the main task of capturing the northern region of Finland, cutting off communication between northern Finland and Norway; the Northern Fleet would support the operations of the 14th Army.

Finnish objectives: Finland’s strategic aim, forced as it was into this war, was to resist the Soviet advance with all its strength, delay the Soviet offensive as much as possible, wait for aid from Britain, France, and other countries, and strive to reach a peace settlement with the Soviet Union under the most favorable conditions possible. Finland’s campaign plan for resisting the Soviet advance was: across the broad central and northern region from the northern shore of Lake Ladoga to the Gulf of Bothnia, to organize a defense centered on border-guard units; to concentrate the main strength of its forces in the south, with particular emphasis on defending the “Mannerheim Line” on the western shore of Lake Ladoga; making full use of the harsh cold, numerous lakes, dense forests, and difficult terrain, and relying on the “Mannerheim Line,” to make full use of the strengths of Finnish soldiers — skilled skiers, precise marksmen, and thoroughly familiar with the terrain — combining positional defense with mobile defense to delay the Soviet advance.

Finnish forces committed to the war numbered: 127,000 active-duty troops, 300,000 reservists, and 100,000 militia; about 270 combat aircraft of various types, 900 artillery pieces, and 60 tanks. Of these, the active-duty forces were organized into five field armies comprising nine infantry divisions, four cavalry divisions, one cavalry brigade, and a number of independent border-guard units. The 2nd and 3rd Armies (comprising five infantry divisions and four cavalry divisions in total) deployed on the Karelian Isthmus, with the main task of holding the “Mannerheim Line”; the 4th Army (two divisions plus one regiment) was responsible primarily for defending the northern shore of Lake Ladoga; the nine border-guard battalions of the 5th Army were deployed in the central border region; four independent battalions were deployed in the northern border region; and the 1st Army’s two understrength divisions, together with one cavalry brigade, formed the reserve. The Finnish commander was Field Marshal Mannerheim.




II. Course of the Battle

The Winter War can be divided, broadly, into two phases.

Phase One: Soviet forces advance along the entire front, and Finnish forces put up stubborn resistance (November 30, 1939 – February 10, 1940)

On November 30, 1939, Soviet forces sent bombers to carry out air raids against the Finnish capital, Helsinki, and several other important cities, including Vyborg, opening the curtain on the Soviet-Finnish War. At the same time, a million-strong Red Army crossed the border along a 1,500-kilometer stretch of the frontier running from the Barents Sea to Lake Ladoga, and, with the support of part of the navy and air force, launched a comprehensive offensive against Finland along four axes from the south, southeast, center, and north, and the Winter War began.

In this first phase, the total force the Soviet Union committed comprised 19 infantry divisions and five tank brigades. Their deployment was as follows: ① The 7th Army deployed on the Karelian Isthmus, comprising eight divisions, one tank corps, and two independent tank brigades. Its task was to attack the Mannerheim Line frontally, capture Vyborg, and advance to the outskirts of Helsinki by the third day after the offensive began; ② The 8th Army deployed on the eastern shore of Lake Ladoga, comprising six divisions, with the task of pinning down Finnish defensive strength on the flank and assisting the 7th Army’s advance; ③ The 9th Army deployed in central Finland, comprising four divisions, with the task of advancing in two columns to split Finland at the waist, with the left column heading directly toward Oulu and the right column heading directly toward Kemi; ④ The 14th Army deployed in the Lapland direction, comprising one division, with the task of capturing Petsamo and cutting off the transportation line from northern Finland to Norway. The Soviet forces committed were numerous, but the front was too broad, making them vulnerable to being defeated piecemeal.

In this phase, Finnish forces were deployed as follows: ① On the Karelian Isthmus, the 2nd and 3rd Corps, five divisions in total, were deployed, under the unified command of Lieutenant General Hugo Österman; ② On the eastern shore of Lake Ladoga, the 4th Corps, comprising two divisions, was deployed, commanded by Major General Woldemar Hägglund; ③ In central Finland, the 5th Corps, comprising nine border-guard battalions, was deployed, commanded by Major General Wiljo Tuompo; ④ In the Lapland region, four independent battalions were deployed, commanded by Major General Kurt Wallenius; ⑤ The reserve was formed of the 1st Corps and one cavalry brigade, with the 1st Corps made up of two understrength divisions. These forces relied on the Mannerheim Line to form a solid defense. The Mannerheim Line, named after its commanding officer, ran north from Lake Ladoga to the Arctic Ocean along the border, stretching more than 1,000 kilometers, and its defenses included large numbers of pillboxes and World War I-style trenches, though it still fell short of Western European standards, it was nonetheless quite formidable. Finnish forces also made use of the region’s forests, rivers, lakes, marshes, and wetlands to construct large numbers of field positions, with defenses on the Karelian Isthmus being the most solidly prepared. Finnish forces deployed the great bulk of their artillery here, concealed within pillboxes and trenches and camouflaged with white winter covers matching the snow.

The Soviet 7th Army advanced along an 87-kilometer-wide front, with its main axis of attack hugging Lake Ladoga. Once the offensive began, it was blocked by the pillboxes and anti-tank obstacles along the Mannerheim Line. On December 4, it reached the area in front of Taipale. From December 6 to 20, with the support of powerful artillery and naval gunfire, it carried out continuous assaults against Taipale, but suffered such heavy losses each time that it was forced to withdraw.

To break the standoff, Soviet forces reinforced their right flank from the left flank and the rear. On December 15, they launched a renewed push on Summa; Finnish forces, using close-range firing tactics, dealt Soviet forces a heavy blow, forcing them to retreat.

From December 17 to 23, Soviet forces again concentrated heavy forces and launched a continuous assault on Summa, but because of poor coordination between infantry, tanks, and artillery, and rigid tactics, this too ended in failure.

The series of engagements fought in the region north of Lake Ladoga reflected the flexible tactics of piecemeal destruction employed by Finnish forces. Before the war, Finnish forces had deployed only minimal strength in this direction, not anticipating that the Soviet Union would concentrate its main offensive effort here. On December 5, Mannerheim reinforced this sector on short notice. He judged that, as Soviet forces advanced deeper, their supply lines to the rear would inevitably lengthen, creating opportunities for Finnish counterattacks; he therefore reinforced his reserve strength in the Ladoga-Karelia and Suomussalmi areas as well. After thorough preparation, Finnish forces launched a major counteroffensive, of which the following five engagements are among the most notable.

1. The fighting in the Ladoga-Karelia region

On December 5, five motorized rifle divisions and one tank brigade of the Soviet 8th Army advanced 10 to 20 kilometers. Finland’s operational plan was to rely on the terrain around Lake Suoja, favorable for prolonged defense, to resist frontally with part of its force, while directing its main strength to advance toward Loimola-Syskyjärvi, destroying the Soviet forces advancing along the Sortavala-Kitelä road on the shore of Lake Ladoga. But the Soviet advance was swift, and the Finnish plan failed to materialize. At the same time, Finnish forces detached elements from their strategic reserve, in practice drawing three battalions from border-guard units to reinforce Ilomantsi, and one battalion to reinforce Salla in the north, in order to strengthen the 4th Army. From December 9 to 12, Finnish forces launched a counterattack from the direction of Lake Tolvajärvi toward Lake Suoja, dealing a heavy blow to the Soviet 139th Division.

On December 15, Finnish forces again advanced toward the Soviet 75th Motorized Rifle Division near Lake Ägläjärvi, routing it.

Beginning December 8, Finnish forces conducted a month-long series of offensive and defensive engagements against the Soviet 168th and 18th Motorized Rifle Divisions and the 34th Tank Brigade, advancing toward Kitelä on the shore of Lake Ladoga. By January 11, 1940, Finnish forces had succeeded in splitting and encircling these Soviet forces. By the end of February, the Soviet 18th Division and 34th Tank Brigade had suffered devastating losses, and the 168th Division had also suffered severe damage.

2. The fighting in the Kuhmo region

In this direction, the Soviet 54th Motorized Rifle Division advanced in two echelons, attacking the defensive front of the Finnish 14th Border Guard Battalion in the Kuhmo area.

On December 5, Finnish forces drew the 25th Regiment from the 9th Division of their strategic reserve to reinforce the defense in this area. On December 8, Finnish forces surrounded the Soviet 54th Division. On January 28, following the Finnish victory in the Suomussalmi region, the 14th Border Guard Battalion received reinforcement from the main strength of the 9th Division and intensified its splitting attacks on the Soviet 54th Motorized Rifle Division. To relieve this division from its encirclement, the Soviet 33rd Motorized Rifle Division rushed to its aid. By the end of February, Finnish forces had destroyed the Soviet forces piecemeal. This engagement, although it did not achieve results as spectacular as those in the Suomussalmi region, nonetheless dealt the Soviet 54th Division a heavy blow. It was not until the Winter War ended on March 13 that the Soviet 54th Division finally escaped complete annihilation.

3. The fighting in the Suomussalmi region

In this direction, the Soviet 163rd Motorized Rifle Division advanced in two echelons toward the village of Suomussalmi. Finland’s 15th Border Guard Battalion organized two small detachments to actively delay the advance of the Soviet 163rd Division. On December 5, the 9th Division at Oulu detached its 25th Regiment to reinforce this area, arriving on the 9th. At this time, the temperature had fallen to minus 40 degrees Celsius. On the 11th, Finnish forces began their offensive, using part of their force to cut off the rear supply lines leading toward Juntusranta and Raate, while committing the remainder to blocking the advance of the main Soviet force. Before long they had encircled the Soviet forces, but had not yet destroyed them entirely.

On December 21, Finnish forces estimated that the Soviet 44th Motorized Rifle Division might rush to relieve this area, but since only two companies of Finnish troops were available for blocking duty, they decided to destroy the 163rd Division first, before Soviet reinforcements could arrive. From December 27 to 29, the Finnish 27th Regiment launched a general assault on the Soviet 153rd Motorized Rifle Regiment, scattering it.

On December 31, the lead elements of the Soviet 44th Motorized Rifle Division advanced to the vicinity of Lake Kuivasjärvi; fearing encirclement, this division shifted to the defensive along the 32-kilometer road between this area and the border village of Raate.

On the night of January 1, 1940, Finnish forces began attacking in small detachments. On January 2, reinforced by the 9th Division, Finnish forces shifted to a large-scale offensive on January 5. By the 6th, they had dealt the Soviet 44th Motorized Rifle Division a devastating blow. After the battle, the Finnish 9th Division redeployed to the Kuhmo region.

4. The fighting in the Kemi Lake region

The Soviet 122nd Motorized Rifle Division advanced from Kantalahti in the west, striking toward the Kemi area, splitting into two columns near Salla and advancing toward Lake Märkäjärvi and Savukoski respectively. On December 16, the lead elements of the Soviet 122nd Motorized Rifle Division advanced to within 25 kilometers of Lake Kemi, with follow-on forces of the 88th Motorized Rifle Division also advancing toward Salla and the area around Savukoski and the Kemi riverside. Reinforced by one battalion, Finnish forces attacked the flank of the Soviet forces facing Lake Kemi on December 18, forcing the Soviet forces to retreat, after which they shifted to the defensive. From January 2 to 3, 1940, Finnish forces launched a renewed offensive, encircling the Soviet forces, until the fighting came to a halt at the ceasefire.

5. The fighting in the Petsamo region

Finnish forces deployed only one infantry company and one artillery company in the Petsamo area, equipped with outdated artillery dating from 1887. The Soviet 104th Motorized Rifle Division swiftly occupied the Rybachy Peninsula, then advanced south in three columns; owing to the severe cold and Finnish delaying actions, it withdrew to Nautsi and shifted to the defensive. By early December, Soviet forces were already exhausted; at this point, Finland attempted a counterattack, but also suffered heavy losses. Both sides fell into a standoff.

In this first phase of the Winter War, Soviet forces suffered about 27,500 casualties, while Finnish forces suffered only 2,700; Finland captured 80 Soviet tanks and 70 artillery pieces, and took 1,600 Soviet prisoners. The very small number of Finnish troops taken prisoner shows that Finnish soldiers fought courageously and without fear of sacrifice.

Phase Two: Soviet forces break through the Finnish defensive line, and Finland, defeated, seeks peace (February 11 – March 12, 1940)

A million-strong army, having set out for a month, found itself driven back to where it started, and had lost men and officers in the process — this infuriated the Soviet Union, and Stalin dismissed his frontline commanders.

To compel Finland to submit, the Soviet Union had no choice but to draw reinforcements from other military districts. In this second phase of the Winter War, Soviet forces assembled more than 45 divisions, accounting for about 40 percent of all Soviet ground forces stationed in Europe at the time. The campaign was placed under the unified command of Marshal Timoshenko. On the Karelian Isthmus, the original 7th Army was redeployed to the far end of the defensive line at the Gulf of Finland, while the newly arrived 13th Army took over the former positions of the 7th Army, its right flank reaching all the way to Lake Ladoga. On the Karelian Isthmus, the Soviets committed 13 more infantry divisions than in the first phase of the war, and received the support of 20 artillery divisions with 720 artillery pieces, seven armored brigades with 455 tanks, and 15 newly formed air divisions with 450 aircraft. In this direction, the Soviet Union achieved a three-to-one advantage over Finnish forces.

Having readjusted their dispositions, the Soviet Union’s offensive plan was as follows: the 7th Army would be responsible for the main thrust from the left flank of the “Mannerheim Line,” breaking through the Finnish defensive line and capturing the important Finnish city of Vyborg; the 13th Army would be responsible for a supporting thrust from the right flank of the “Mannerheim Line,” breaking through and capturing Käkisalmi.

On February 11, 1940, after thorough preparation, the newly formed Soviet Northwestern Front, with the powerful support of air power and artillery, once again launched a massive assault on the “Mannerheim Line” from both the left and right flanks.

On February 14, the Soviet 7th Army broke into the main Finnish defensive belt near Summa, on the left flank of the “Mannerheim Line,” creating a breach five kilometers wide and five to six kilometers deep. But the 13th Army’s advance on the right flank was blocked and failed to break through the Finnish defenses.

On February 18, the main strength of the Finnish forces was forced to abandon its main defensive belt and withdraw to a second defensive line. The Soviet 7th Army pressed its advantage and launched a series of continuous assaults, attempting to achieve a new breakthrough of the Finnish position, but without success.

On February 28, Soviet forces, having readjusted their dispositions once more, launched a fresh offensive, finally breaking through the second Finnish defensive line, and by March 2 had advanced into Finland’s rear defensive zone, forming a pincer around the retreating Finnish forces at Vyborg from the east and west. Finnish forces were forced to retreat along the entire front. To cut off the Finnish line of retreat, Soviet forces promptly organized a fast mobile force made up of two tank battalions and two infantry battalions, which, with the support of the Baltic Fleet, crossed the Gulf of Vyborg and swung around to the west of Vyborg, cutting off the highway from the city to Helsinki, forming an encirclement around the defenders of Vyborg.

On March 12, the Soviet 7th Army captured Vyborg and most of the surrounding area, destroying the main strength of the Finnish 2nd and 3rd Corps defending the area, breaking through the “Mannerheim Line” along its entire length. At the same time, the Soviet 13th Army also crossed the Vuoksi River, pushing deeper into Finnish territory. With this, having lost the “Mannerheim Line” and running short of ammunition, Finland no longer had the strength to resist the Soviet advance. The Finnish government was forced to sue for peace with the Soviet Union.

On March 12, 1940, the Soviet Union and Finland signed a peace treaty in Moscow, both sides ceasing military action, and the Winter War came to an end.




III. Analysis

In the Winter War, the Soviet Union held an overwhelming advantage, yet Finnish forces, through skillful command and flexible tactics, made full use of the bitter cold and favorable terrain; the course of the war did not develop into a complete rout, and Finnish forces instead repeatedly used a smaller force to defeat a larger one and a weaker force to defeat a stronger one, achieving several major victories. The key point of this case worth our study and research is that, even while facing an absolute disadvantage in troop numbers, Finnish forces made full use of their own strengths, skillfully maneuvered around a Soviet force with an absolute numerical advantage, and inflicted heavy casualties on it, creating one of the rare, shining examples in the history of human warfare of a smaller force defeating a larger one, and a weaker force triumphing over a stronger one.


(1) From the standpoint of national strategy, the Soviet Union, focused narrowly on securing territorial security along its border, gained territory but lost standing

The Soviet Union fought this war for three months with a million-strong army, and although it ultimately achieved victory, its losses were enormous, dealing a serious blow to the reputation of the Soviet Red Army. Although the Soviet Union did further complete its carefully constructed “Eastern Front,” improving the defensive posture around Leningrad, which played a certain role in the later resistance against German invasion, the Winter War originated from the Soviet Union’s pursuit of its own strategic defensive space, and its launching of the war carried an unjust character. The Soviet Union’s bullying of the weak and its self-interested actions seriously damaged its international image, plunging it into unprecedented political and diplomatic isolation. More seriously still, the Winter War not only pushed Finland into Germany’s camp, but also caused those countries originally willing to ally with the Soviet Union against fascism to gradually shift toward the German side as well. So, from the standpoint of national military strategy, although the Soviet Union won the Winter War militarily, moving the Soviet-Finnish border on the Karelian Isthmus westward, and leasing the port of Hanko at the mouth of the Gulf of Finland and its surrounding area from Finland for a naval base, the Soviet Union lost far more than it gained in terms of international politics and diplomacy. When Germany launched its blitzkrieg against the Soviet Union, Finnish forces became a loyal helper and ally of the German army, committing their entire national strength to the war effort — and the Winter War should be considered the most direct cause of this. In pursuit of military victory and considerations at the strategic level, the Soviet Union lost its favorable political position, making a serious miscalculation at the level of national strategy that created greater political and diplomatic difficulties for the anti-fascist war effort to come, while also burdening its own military. It was a “victory” that, in the end, was not worth the cost.



(2) From the strategic and campaign level, Soviet forces concentrated superior numbers but fought poorly, lacked outstanding commanders, and suffered heavy losses

Both sides in this war appeared to have made thorough preparations, but Finland was a small country, with a total force of only 15 divisions, amounting to 100,000 men, 60 tanks, 29 light warships, and 270 aircraft. The Soviet Red Army, by contrast, deployed more than 50 divisions totaling more than 500,000 men, more than 11,000 artillery pieces and heavy machine guns, nearly 3,000 tanks, and more than 3,000 aircraft. This represented an overwhelming advantage rarely seen in the history of warfare, and it seemed the Soviet Union could hardly fail to prevail. Many senior Soviet commanders boasted that they would “liberate” Finland within three days, and even Stalin himself believed the war would not last more than 16 days. Before the war, Soviet reconnaissance was inadequate, and in the early period of the conflict, Soviet forces had not even managed to clarify the location of Finnish defensive positions in the central and northern regions. This blind arrogance and underestimation of the enemy ultimately led to heavy Soviet losses in the early stages of the war.

The fighting in the first phase demonstrated that Soviet forces had underestimated the Finnish people’s patriotic spirit and underestimated the Finnish army’s capacity for resistance and mobility. Soviet tactics also had serious problems. Soviet armored and motorized units advanced primarily along forest roads, but these roads between forests were narrow and winding, making it very difficult for armored and mechanized forces to maneuver on them. In addition, Soviet forces generally lacked snow goggles, skis, snow-camouflage uniforms, and other equipment suited to winter warfare, and many soldiers had received no training for combat in severe cold. Even Soviet official documents pointed out: “In the offensive, the actions of Soviet forces showed, to a certain degree, failures in organization and command. Certain units lacked adequate training in ski operations, in combat under severe cold conditions, and in fighting in dense forests and lake regions. Units lacked experience in assaulting reinforced concrete permanent fortifications.”

The Finnish commander Mannerheim, in his memoirs, summarized the problems exposed in the Soviet Union’s initial offensive: “In December, the enemy’s offensive operations resembled the performance of a poorly conducted symphony orchestra — every instrument played out of time with no regard for the beat. Soviet artillery fire poured down on our positions like a torrential rainstorm, but its organization was very poor, showing no regard whatsoever for the movements of their own infantry and tank units. And the tactics employed by their tank units were utterly absurd: they would advance first, then open fire, and finally, without waiting for the infantry they were meant to support to catch up, would withdraw. These various mistakes cost the Soviet forces an extremely heavy price.”

“The Soviet infantry were brave and tenacious, and asked for nothing, but they lacked initiative. They were a mass of courageous soldiers, but could not act independently. In the first several engagements, Russian soldiers would often advance in rank after rank, singing as they crossed the minefields; at times they would even advance arm in arm, seemingly unafraid of the mines exploding, and unafraid of the defenders’ punishing fire.”

“In the second phase of the war, because the enemy paid no attention to conserving troops and tanks, their losses remained extremely heavy. At times, several of their regiments would be packed together in a small, confined area, forming a dense, fixed target convenient for our artillery to strike. The enemy’s losses were so severe that on one day we managed to take prisoners from as many as 20 newly committed enemy units.”

At the same time, the bitter cold posed enormous difficulties for Soviet forces. But why did the Soviet Union choose to launch the war in winter in the first place? The Soviet Union believed that, in December, the Karelian Isthmus would have relatively little snow accumulation, and the lakes, marshes, wetlands, and rivers would all have frozen over, making it easier for armored units to maneuver. From this, it can be seen that when both sides in a conflict are adapting to winter warfare conditions, whichever side adapts better will hold the advantage. More than a year later, when fascist Germany invaded the Soviet Union, the severe cold instead became a Soviet advantage, and in the years of fighting that followed, German forces never seemed to achieve victory in a major winter battle. There were deeper reasons behind the Soviet forces’ setbacks in the earlier phase of their own campaign as well. Between 1937 and 1938, the Soviet Union carried out a great political purge within the Red Army. Of the Soviet Union’s five marshals, three were purged; of its 15 army-group commanders, 13; of its 85 corps commanders, 57; of its 195 division commanders, 110; and of its 406 brigade commanders, 230. The new officers who rose to take their place were, for the most part, men with no combat or training experience, who also had no time to train their units into an effective fighting force.



(3) From the operational and tactical level, Finnish forces took the initiative in organizing a flexible defense, achieving remarkable results in defeating a larger force with a smaller one

In the course of the war, Finnish forces employed flexible tactics and skillful command, achieving remarkable results. They would first wear down, exhaust, and split apart Soviet forces, then concentrate their own strength to destroy them piecemeal, winning battle after battle. A tactic Finnish forces commonly used was to first have infantry occupy positions in the middle of an extended enemy column, forcing the enemy to attack without being able to bring its superior firepower to bear, while Finnish infantry arrayed along the flanks were then free to bring their own firepower to bear, inflicting casualties on Soviet forces. For example, in the fighting in the Ladoga direction, the Soviet 8th Army advanced according to a predetermined plan from the northern shore of Lake Ladoga, planning to outflank and encircle the “Mannerheim Line” from the flank. The Finnish forces deployed in this area had only two divisions and three battalions, yet they effectively delayed the Soviet advance. On December 11, a ski detachment of the Finnish 9th Infantry Division lured the advancing Soviet 8th Army’s 163rd Tank Division into a forest and marshland area covered in deep snow, rendering the Soviets’ large numbers of tanks and armored vehicles unable to deploy effectively. Finnish forces swiftly seized favorable terrain, cut off the Soviet supply lines, and split apart and encircled the Soviet armored forces, which now found themselves unable to support one another, head to tail. A Soviet infantry division that had come to reinforce them was also cut off into several segments along the road. Freezing and starving, the Soviet forces could neither break out of the encirclement nor obtain resupply. Afterward, Finnish forces concentrated their strength and launched a counterattack, completely annihilating both encircled Soviet divisions. In this engagement, 27,500 Soviet officers and men were killed or froze to death, 1,300 surrendered, and 50 intact T-28 tanks fell into Finnish hands.

Russians were, of course, no strangers to the harsh cold of a severe winter; it was this very advantage that had allowed them to defeat the once-invincible Napoleon of Tsarist France in 1812. By ordinary reasoning, Soviet forces should have held the advantage in cold-weather operations. But Finnish forces proved even better suited to fighting under conditions of extreme cold. In temperatures approaching minus 50 degrees Celsius, Finnish forces resolved to rely on the Mannerheim Line and outmaneuver the powerful Soviet forces. Finnish soldiers were not only skilled at fighting under severe conditions, but were also accomplished hunters of the forest, with superb skiing skills, and were, in a sense, born soldiers. Their weapons were not advanced, and their numbers were insufficient, but their “Suomi” 9mm submachine guns and their homemade incendiary bottles — nicknamed “Molotov cocktails” — proved highly effective. Over the course of the war, Soviet forces lost more than 1,600 tanks, the great majority of which were destroyed by Finnish infantry — a genuine marvel in the history of warfare.

Furthermore, although many Soviet divisions were made up of soldiers who had grown up in forested regions, they were nonetheless poorly suited to movement and combat within forests, and the lack of a compass added to their difficulties. Finnish guerrilla forces’ best ally — the forest — left Russian soldiers terrified. The “White Ghosts” (referring to Finnish guerrilla fighters dressed in winter-white camouflage) roamed freely through the forests. The greatest weakness of Soviet soldiers was their lack of training in ski warfare. In the first weeks after the war broke out, they attempted to make up for this deficiency, but skiing is not a skill that can be mastered within a few weeks, let alone put to practical use on the battlefield. Finnish forces, by contrast, keenly grasped this Soviet weakness and made full use of it in their tactical operations, achieving results far exceeding the effort invested.



(4) The Soviet Union left other nations with an impression of poor combat performance, dulling German alertness

The Winter War left the world with a mistaken impression of the Soviet military, leading people to conclude that Soviet forces could not fight effectively. After the war ended, the Soviet Union itself drew on the lessons of the conflict, replacing commanders whose performance had been poor and revising its military doctrine, strengthening the training of its forces. Other nations, however, concluded that although the Soviet military was numerically large, it was bloated and inflexible, and would be no match for a modern army employing blitzkrieg tactics.

The performance of Soviet forces in the Winter War also dulled German alertness; a year later, when Hitler finally resolved to invade the Soviet Union, he remarked: “The Soviet Union is a rotten shack — kick its door once, and the whole thing will collapse.” Hitler forgot that, tempered by fire and blood, the Soviet Red Army that had emerged from the Winter War was no longer the same Red Army that had entered it — the Soviet Red Army officers and men who had gone through the baptism of this conflict had already learned how to fight. In fact, in the second phase of the Winter War, with the temperature having fallen to minus 30 degrees Celsius, under the command of Timoshenko, Soviet forces once again launched a general assault against the Mannerheim Line. Thanks to meticulous preparation and new tactics, Soviet forces advanced like a knife through bamboo, achieving success. Marshal Mannerheim himself wrote: “The Russians have now learned how to organize coordination among their various branches of service. Their artillery fire has become much more flexible, coordinating closely with infantry movements, and they make use of observation balloons and tank-mounted observers to direct extremely precise artillery fire.” But because the Soviet advance in the first phase had shown so little to recommend it, the Soviet military had already left an impression in the minds of every country that it could not fight effectively, and its performance in the second phase was likewise overlooked by the majority of nations.







Chapter 78: The First India-Pakistan War

(October 27, 1947 – January 1, 1949)

The First India-Pakistan War was the first large-scale border armed conflict fought between India and Pakistan over control of the Kashmir region, following the partition of British India in August 1947. The war began on October 27, 1947 and ended on January 1, 1949, when the two sides ceased fire under mediation by the United Nations, lasting about one year and two months. The two sides committed a total of about 100,000 troops to the war, though the number actually engaged in combat was relatively small, and about 1,500 people were killed in the fighting. This war opened the prelude to the many subsequent armed conflicts between India and Pakistan, and had a far-reaching impact on relations between the two countries and on regional security. The operational capability of Indian forces was on full display in this war, and offers useful insight for our understanding and study of the Indian military.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

In 1858, India fell under British colonial rule. After the end of the Second World War, India’s independence movement surged one wave after another. In March 1946, Britain announced its intention to make India a self-governing dominion of the British Empire, dividing the dominion into one Hindu-majority region and two Muslim-majority regions. In June 1947, the British government announced the “Indian Independence Act” — the so-called “Mountbatten Plan” — aimed at “divide and rule.” This plan, based on the religious affiliation of the population of British India, divided British India into two self-governing dominions: India, with a Hindu majority, and Pakistan, with a Muslim majority. As for the princely states formerly under British Indian rule, such as Kashmir, the plan stipulated that they could freely choose to join either India or Pakistan, or remain independent, though without the rights of a self-governing dominion. On August 14 and 15, 1947, India and Pakistan each formally established their respective dominions, and partition was formally carried out. But the question of Kashmir’s ultimate affiliation was left unresolved, sowing the seeds of conflict between India and Pakistan for more than half a century to come.

Kashmir was, before the partition of British India, one of the largest princely states in British India, comprising the two regions of Jammu and Kashmir, situated among India, Pakistan, China, and Afghanistan, and of enormous strategic importance, covering an area of about 200,000 square kilometers, with a population, in the 1940s, of about 5 million. Kashmir occupied a position of great strategic significance, a fact India understood clearly. As Nehru once remarked: “Without Kashmir, India would not hold an important place on the political stage of Central Asia.” Likewise, Kashmir was also of great value to Pakistan; Kashmir overlooks Pakistan, lying very close to Pakistan’s capital, Islamabad. Pakistan’s first prime minister, Liaquat Ali Khan, once described the relationship between Kashmir and Pakistan this way: “Kashmir is like a cap sitting atop Pakistan’s head. If we allow India to take away this cap sitting atop our head, then we will forever be at India’s mercy.”

About 78 percent of Kashmir’s population were Muslim, and 20 percent were Hindu. In 1846, Britain sold Kashmir to a Hindu maharaja, imposing Hindu rule atop a predominantly Muslim population. After the India-Pakistan partition, Pakistan held that, since the majority of Kashmir’s population was Muslim, Kashmir should join Pakistan. India, for its part, held that the Muslims of Kashmir were not opposed to India, that the ruler of the Kashmir princely state was Hindu and inclined to merge with India. Under the terms of the India-Pakistan partition plan, Kashmir was free to choose to join either India or Pakistan, or to remain independent. Pakistan advocated that Kashmir’s affiliation be decided by popular referendum. India, however, made use of the authority it held over Kashmir during the transitional period to have the Kashmir legislative assembly pass a resolution declaring Kashmir’s accession to India, thereby triggering an armed Muslim uprising against Hindu rule in the region.

The contradiction between India and Pakistan over the question of Kashmir’s affiliation grew increasingly sharp, and conflict between local Hindus and Muslims quickly ignited a fresh wave of ethnic violence. Between August and September 1947, in the Jammu region, of a Muslim population of 500,000, nearly 200,000 were killed by Hindus. In response, Pakistani Muslims reacted fiercely, and in late October organized some 2,000 armed personnel who entered Kashmir, swiftly seizing a number of border strongpoints and advancing on Srinagar, the Kashmiri capital. The Kashmiri maharaja, Hari Singh, appealed to India for help, and on the 26th reached an agreement for Kashmir’s accession to India. On October 27, the Indian government deployed troops to Srinagar. Pakistan, unwilling to be outdone, began mobilizing troops and moving them toward the border region as well, and the First India-Pakistan War broke out as a result.

Indian operational plan and force deployment: India’s objective in launching the First India-Pakistan War was to halt the Pakistani tribal armed forces’ invasion of Kashmir, ensure India’s military superiority in the region, and thereby seize the initiative on the question of Kashmir’s affiliation.

India committed about 40,000 troops, including two infantry brigades, two airborne brigades, one tank brigade, and a number of princely-state forces. India’s campaign plan for the First India-Pakistan War was: to deploy forces at Srinagar, the Kashmiri capital, and in the Jammu region, using both as forward bases from which to launch offensives against the surrounding Pakistani armed forces, seize the initiative on the battlefield, and subsequently capture strategically important points and key transportation routes in western and southwestern Kashmir.

Pakistani operational plan and force deployment: Pakistan committed about 50,000 troops, the majority of them tribal militia. Pakistan’s aim was to use tribal armed forces to seize control of the Kashmir region, protecting the interests of the region’s Muslim population.




II. Course of the Battle

Phase One: Indian regular forces intervene and take the initiative (October–December 1947)

On October 27, 1947, India began deploying troops to Kashmir. Indian forces first airlifted two battalions to Srinagar, and immediately launched a fierce offensive, effectively halting the Pakistani tribal armed forces’ assault on Srinagar. Subsequently, to further secure the initiative on the battlefield, India dispatched the 161st Brigade, the 50th Parachute Brigade, the 19th Infantry Brigade, and the 7th Tank Brigade from the Jammu region to join the fighting in Kashmir. Indian forces deployed their strength along two main axes of operation, stationing one brigade each at Srinagar and Jammu. Using both locations as forward bases, Indian forces launched a comprehensive offensive against the surrounding Pakistani armed forces.

By early November, Indian forces had pressed to the outskirts of Srinagar, driving the Pakistani armed forces back to the Shalateng area, more than 20 kilometers from the city. On November 5, Indian forces, for the first time, committed part of the 7th Tank Brigade to support the 161st Infantry Brigade, engaging Pakistani armed forces in a fight for control of Shalateng. Under infantry cover, Indian tanks advanced while opening fire, inflicting heavy casualties on the Pakistani armed forces. The engagement between Indian and Pakistani forces at Shalateng lasted only about 20 minutes; Pakistani armed forces suffered devastating casualties, with about 500 killed.

In the western Jammu region, by November 19, a large contingent of Indian reinforcements had arrived, taking over the defense of the local forces of Hari Singh in the Naushera and Rajouri areas. Western Jammu lies at the southwestern foot of the Pir Panjal range, and the area includes tributaries of the Chenab and Jhelum rivers. To crush Pakistani armed forces’ assault on Naushera, India decided to launch a raid against a Pakistani armed forces supply base at Kot in an effort to cut off their logistics at the root. Responsibility for this mission fell to an armored mobile detachment codenamed “Para Force.” On the night of January 8, 1948, the “Para Force” mobile detachment launched its assault on the Kot supply base, with the armored unit suddenly opening direct fire on the Pakistani armed forces at close range. Under the heavy weight of Indian tank fire, the Pakistani armed forces abandoned large quantities of supplies and the bodies of their dead, fleeing the Kot supply base. Having lifted the Pakistani siege of Naushera, Indian forces now firmly held the battlefield initiative, preparing to press their advantage further against the Pakistani armed forces in the area. However, by the end of 1947, heavy snowfall had closed the mountain passes of Kashmir, halting the Indian advance. India took the initiative in proposing United Nations mediation, using the opportunity to actively prepare for renewed fighting.

Phase Two: Indian forces press their advantage in depth, threatening the Pakistani border (early 1948 – April 12, 1948)

From the end of 1947 into early 1948, because heavy snow had closed the mountain passes of Kashmir, making logistical resupply difficult, Indian forces temporarily halted their advance. Pakistani armed forces, seizing this opportunity, went on the offensive, forcing Indian forces to withdraw from parts of western and southwestern Kashmir.

In early 1948, both India and Pakistan lodged complaints with the United Nations Security Council, each accusing the other of entering the Kashmir region. The United Nations intervened, calling for both sides to cease fire first, for foreign forces to withdraw from the Kashmir region, and then for a referendum to be held to decide Kashmir’s ultimate affiliation. But India not only opposed withdrawing its forces from Kashmir, but continued to send reinforcements into the region in preparation for a fresh offensive. In March 1948, India reorganized its Eastern Punjab Military Command into the Western Command, giving it specific responsibility for directing operations in the Kashmir region.

At dawn on March 17, 1948, Indian forces, with the 7th Tank Brigade in the lead, launched a fresh offensive. The following day, Indian forces captured Rajouri, an important town in southwestern Jammu, lifting the direct threat Pakistani armed forces had posed to Jammu.

In April, Indian forces advanced from Naushera toward Rajouri, to lift the siege of Rajouri. Rajouri was an important military town located on the Devi River, and the Banihal Bridge on its southern outskirts, spanning the Devi, was the gateway to the south of Rajouri. Before this, although Pakistani armed forces had failed several times in attempts to capture Rajouri, they had used the choke point of the Banihal Bridge to impose a tight blockade on the town. To lift the siege of Rajouri, Indian forces first had to capture the Banihal Bridge. With Pakistani armed forces heavily defending the position, Indian forces decided to use a surprise raid to achieve their objective. On the night of April 8, 1948, Indian forces launched the battle to capture the Banihal Bridge. The Indian advance was carried out in complete silence; under cover of darkness, more than a dozen tanks advanced into the river, each followed by a group of infantry. Throughout the advance, Indian forces maintained the greatest possible silence, with the tanks moving through the water at a speed of only about 2 kilometers per hour, and the infantry wading through the water while trying their best to avoid making any noise. In this way, Indian forces approached the Pakistani armed forces’ bridgehead position completely undetected; more than a dozen tanks suddenly emerged from the river, charging the Pakistani positions and carrying out “targeted elimination” of Pakistani firing points with direct aimed fire. Pakistani forces had never imagined that Indian forces would launch an assault from the river, and, combined with the extraordinary ferocity of Indian firepower, they found themselves caught completely off guard before they even understood what was happening. This risky Indian maneuver achieved considerable success, capturing the Banihal Bridge and, from there, swiftly taking Rajouri as well. Having achieved victory in the southwest and west, the lead elements of Indian forces had already advanced to the Pakistani border region, coming, on average, to within less than 50 kilometers of Pakistan itself — posing a direct threat to Pakistan.

Phase Three: Pakistani regular forces intervene, and the conflict escalates (May–December 1948)

Faced with this unfavorable situation, the Governor-General of Pakistan, Muhammad Ali Jinnah, ordered Pakistani regular forces into the Kashmir region, preparing for a decisive showdown with India. Once Pakistani reinforcements had arrived in Kashmir, Pakistani forces totaled 50,000 men, while Indian forces numbered 40,000. Indian and Pakistani forces fought the fiercest battles of the war since its outbreak in the Poonch area. Poonch was a strategic point 73 kilometers southwest of Srinagar, built at an elevation of more than 3,000 meters, favoring defense over attack. In the early phase of the war, Pakistani armed forces had launched assaults against Poonch, but because the defenders held the advantage of Poonch’s terrain, they had never managed to capture it. Once Pakistani regular forces intervened, in order to seize the initiative in the interior of Kashmir, Pakistani forces once again launched a fierce assault against Poonch. Both sides committed large numbers of troops to the fighting. The religious fervor of Muslim and Hindu soldiers alike was inflamed, and both sides repeatedly changed tactics, fighting back and forth in fierce combat, with the position changing hands several times. Both sides continually committed fresh troops, and the scale of the fighting steadily escalated, but neither side could overcome the other, and the fighting settled into a standoff.

In northern Kashmir, Indian forces carried out an operation to open up a key route across the Himalayas connecting the eastern and western parts of Kashmir. The battle for the Zoji La pass was a notable example of this effort. The Zoji La pass lies 63 kilometers northeast of Srinagar, the Kashmiri capital, and is the lowest point in the Himalayan range. Through it ran a winding trade route of great strategic importance, connecting Srinagar and Leh. From Srinagar to the Zoji La pass, the route first followed a road passable by trucks, but as the terrain rose and grew more complex, it narrowed to a single-file mountain trail. The Zoji La pass held the strategic value of “one man holding the pass against ten thousand,” commanding, from its position, a direct threat to the Kashmiri capital of Srinagar to the south. From a strategic and military standpoint, Indian forces needed to recapture the Zoji La pass as quickly as possible.

On the night of September 5, Indian forces launched their first assault against the Pakistani armed forces holding the Zoji La pass, followed by a second assault on the morning of the 14th, both of which failed. Having summed up the lessons of these first two failed attempts, Indian forces concluded that relying on infantry alone, without the covering fire of tanks, could not capture this mountain pass. However, from Zamindar to Srinagar, and then from Srinagar to the end of the paved road, and from there along the winding mountain trail for the final assault, was simply not well suited to the movement and operation of tanks — particularly the winding mountain trail, which, while barely passable on foot, was far more difficult still for tanks. But Indian forces decided to overcome every difficulty and bring tanks up to the Zoji La pass.

On November 1, 1948, an Indian assault force made up of seven tanks, overcoming the difficulty of the icy, slippery mountain roads under harsh weather conditions, advanced to the Zoji La pass and opened fierce fire on Pakistani forces there. Lacking effective anti-tank weapons, the Pakistani armed forces were unable to withstand the Indian tank assault. Indian forces captured the Zoji La pass, reopening the connection between eastern and western Kashmir.

After capturing the Zoji La pass, Indian forces began advancing eastward along the route, driving back Pakistani forces all the way while also pushing north into Kashmir. But because Pakistani regular forces continued arriving in the area, combined with the complex terrain of northern Kashmir, Indian forces achieved no major gains and were blocked in the area just south of the Karakoram range. Pakistani forces, for their part, occupied the area around the Karakoram range. After several months of hard fighting, Indian forces had seized important areas and towns in western Kashmir Valley, gaining control of every key route into the Srinagar plain.

Phase Four: Accepting mediation and signing a military demarcation agreement (early 1949 – July 1949)

By the end of 1948, neither Indian nor Pakistani forces had achieved a decisive breakthrough, and the two sides had concentrated about 100,000 troops in the border area of Jammu, facing each other in a standoff. The border between Pakistan and Kashmir stretched 670 kilometers, with many passable routes, making it very convenient for Pakistani troops and logistics to enter Kashmir. India’s border with Kashmir, by contrast, was only 200 kilometers, mostly mountainous, with few passable routes, making logistical resupply difficult — putting India, by comparison, at a disadvantage. For this reason, although India held the military advantage, it deeply sensed that any further escalation of the fighting would work against its own interests, and it was the first to indicate its acceptance of United Nations mediation. On January 1, 1949, India and Pakistan announced a ceasefire. The two countries subsequently entered into negotiations lasting half a year. On July 27, the two countries signed an agreement on the military demarcation line in Kashmir. India gained control of about three-fifths of Kashmir, with a population of about 4 million; Pakistan gained control of two-fifths of Kashmir, with a population of about 1 million. Under the terms of the ceasefire agreement, India and Pakistan were to hold a general referendum after the ceasefire to decide Kashmir’s ultimate affiliation. But because both India and Pakistan, each acting from its own interests, refused to withdraw their forces, the agreement became a dead letter. Kashmir began to become an unresolvable “knot” between India and Pakistan.




III. Analysis

The First India-Pakistan War was the first border conflict to break out between India and Pakistan, and the question of Kashmir’s affiliation remained unresolved, sowing the seeds of later border conflicts. This war lasted a relatively long time and committed relatively large forces, though the number of troops actually engaged in combat was limited, and the military actions of both sides remained largely at the tactical level. Nevertheless, the way Indian forces grasped the battlefield initiative, their flexible and mobile tactical methods, and their extraordinary use of tanks, offer great value for our understanding of Indian operational capability.


(1) Flexible and mobile tactical methods and a firm grasp of the rhythm of the war were important factors in India’s success

Looking at the First India-Pakistan War as a whole, Indian forces were considerably superior in their application of tactical methods. Indian forces displayed strong initiative in conducting their military operations — for example, the moment the Kashmiri maharaja’s request to join India was made, India immediately dispatched regular forces, including the 7th Tank Brigade, into the Kashmir region, giving Indian forces an absolute advantage in equipment, and India’s rapid response created the conditions for seizing the battlefield initiative. At the same time, Indian forces were able to flexibly apply tactical methods according to the actual battlefield environment, greatly increasing the element of surprise in their military operations. A particularly notable example was the operation to seize the Banihal Bridge. Pakistani forces had heavily fortified their defense of the Banihal Bridge, and had Indian forces adopted a conventional method of attack, they would inevitably have paid a heavy price. But after reconnaissance revealed that the Devi River was shallow, Indian forces judged that they could force a crossing with tanks; to achieve surprise, Indian forces resolved to “not take the dry road, but go by water” — that is, to use tanks to wade the river and surprise the Pakistani forces.

Focusing on the operational characteristics of Pakistani armed forces, Indian forces frequently used the method of striking at their rear logistics bases as a way to delay and crush their offensives — once a Pakistani armed force’s logistics base was eliminated, the pace and intensity of its offensive would slow or stop altogether. For example, in order to crush the Pakistani armed forces’ assault on Naushera, Indian forces used an armored mobile detachment codenamed “Para Force” to raid the Aser-Kotla supply base, achieving their intended operational objective.

At the end of 1947, when the Indian advance was halted due to weather conditions, India took the opportunity to accept United Nations mediation, making effective use of diplomatic struggle to cover its own rest and refitting and preparation for renewed fighting. When the following spring turned favorable for resuming the offensive, India again declared a resumption of hostilities, thereby controlling the rhythm and initiative of the war.



(2) The extraordinary use of tanks achieved results far exceeding the effort invested

In the first phase of the war, to lift the siege Pakistani forces had placed on Srinagar, the Kashmiri capital, Indian forces made use of airborne troops and infantry together, while also committing part of the strength of the 7th Tank Brigade to support the infantry’s siege-relief operations. Indian forces made ingenious use of the powerful firepower of their tanks, employing the flexible mobility of their infantry to block and encircle Pakistani armed forces, ultimately capturing a number of strategically important points. This was especially notable in the fighting to seize the Zoji La pass, where Indian forces, despite the unfavorable terrain for using tanks, boldly employed them nonetheless, creating a miracle of tank warfare at high altitude in the plateau region. In the operation to capture the Zoji La pass, in order to achieve surprise, the commanding officer of the Indian 7th Tank Brigade carried out an extremely meticulous camouflage of the tanks’ transport: all the tanks’ turrets were removed, and the gun barrels and turrets were transported separately by cart and truck, covered with canvas as though transporting ammunition — this both reduced the weight of the tanks as they crossed the bridge, and concealed their true nature from view. Indian forces secretly transported seven tanks to the destination and reassembled the turrets onto the hulls there. At the same time, Indian engineers secretly carried out repairs on the sheep track between Zamindar and the Zoji La pass, widening it just enough for tanks to pass. In addition, secret training was also carried out with infantry and tank units in coordinated tactics. Because the Zoji La pass was expected to be blocked by heavy snow within three days, Pakistani forces had, in their offensive planning, repeatedly postponed their own attack, still believing they held the initiative in the fight for the pass. Events proved that this correct exploitation of Pakistan’s misjudgment of the enemy situation achieved genuine surprise. Actual combat proved that tanks played a critically important role in the capture of the Zoji La pass — Pakistani forces had no effective means of countering Indian tanks, and the entire battle unfolded overwhelmingly in India’s favor.



(3) Pakistan’s lack of operational planning and its passive, reactive response made it difficult to gain any advantage over its opponent

At the beginning of the war, Indian forces decisively committed superior regular forces, rapidly reinforcing weak points in Kashmir by air transport, and quickly halted the Pakistani armed forces’ offensive. Afterward, Indian forces advanced outward from Srinagar and Jammu, steadily surrounding and destroying the Pakistani armed forces, seizing the battlefield initiative from the very start.

By contrast, the Pakistani side responded passively, lacking any initiative of its own. In the early phase of the war, Pakistan relied only on loosely organized tribal armed groups, and did not commit regular forces until 1948, by which time the fighting had already passed through its early phase and much of the favorable terrain and population under Pakistani control had already fallen to India. Throughout the entire course of the war, Pakistan lacked flexible and mobile tactical methods and lacked clear operational objectives. Its initial armed groups were poorly equipped, and lacked thorough training, putting them at a clear disadvantage in confrontations with India’s regular forces; and even after regular forces were committed later in the war, their primary purpose was merely to prevent Indian forces from advancing into Pakistani territory — a passive response to India’s advance. As a result, Pakistan lacked comprehensive planning and coordinated organization, and its passivity was especially evident at the tactical level. In the defense of the Banihal Bridge, Pakistani forces paid attention only to defending the bridge itself, without paying attention to the river beside it — with the result that Indian forces achieved a successful surprise crossing. India repeatedly relied on tanks in its combat operations, and Pakistan repeatedly suffered losses from tanks without ever learning the lesson. The disparity in equipment was, of course, an objective reality — Pakistani armed forces lacked effective anti-tank weapons — but they also failed to procure anti-tank weapons in time, and lacked initiative on the part of their personnel as well, which was the primary reason they found themselves constantly on the defensive. ## Chapter 79: The Soviet Red Army’s Campaign into Northeast China

(August 9 – September 2, 1945)

The Soviet Red Army’s campaign into Northeast China, also known as the Far East Campaign, was a series of operations carried out by Soviet forces from August 9 to September 2, 1945, to destroy the Japanese Kwantung Army entrenched in Northeast China. In this campaign, Soviet forces committed roughly 1.5 million troops in three fronts, and at the cost of more than 32,000 casualties, dealt a crushing defeat to Japan’s Kwantung Army, some two million strong across two fronts, with Japanese losses reaching 700,000, including 83,000 killed and 609,000 taken prisoner. The Soviet Red Army’s campaign into Northeast China was the last large-scale strategic operation of the Second World War, and the Soviet Union, seizing the moment with extraordinary speed, wiped out the Japanese Kwantung Army in a single stroke, earning it renown as the “blitzkrieg of the East” in World War II. It shortened the time needed for the Allies to defeat Japan and hastened Japan’s surrender, and is of great historical significance. The Soviet Union’s combat experience on the German-Soviet front had given it mature experience in large-scale operations, and in the Far East Campaign it launched deep thrusts along a broad front, at great depth, high speed, and high intensity, displaying the typical features of mechanized warfare. This offers great benefit to our study and research of the characteristics and patterns of large-scale battles under conditions of mechanized warfare, and to improving the organizational and command capability of our senior military cadres.





I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

From July 17 to August 2, 1945, the heads of state of the Soviet Union, the United States, and Britain held a conference at Potsdam, Germany. On July 26, the three parties jointly issued the Potsdam Proclamation, urging Japan to surrender unconditionally. On July 27, Japan convened its Supreme War Direction Council to discuss its response to the Potsdam Proclamation and the question of coordinating with the Soviet Union. Within the Japanese military leadership, Army Minister Korechika Anami, Chief of the General Staff Yoshijiro Umezu, and other hardliners argued, for various reasons, against accepting the Potsdam Proclamation. Foreign Minister Shigenori Togo and others even believed that, since the Soviet Union had not signed the Potsdam Proclamation, the Soviet Union still maintained legal neutrality toward Japan; hence Japan should first observe the Soviet Union’s attitude before making its final decision on how to respond. On July 28, Prime Minister Kantaro Suzuki, under pressure from the military leadership, publicly declared at a press conference that the Potsdam Proclamation was nothing more than a rehash of the “Cairo Declaration,” that “the government considers it of no importance,” and that it would simply be ignored.

Once Japan had publicly rejected the Potsdam Proclamation, the Allies had no choice but to deal Japan a final, decisive blow. Eager to force Japan’s surrender single-handedly and to seize a favorable strategic position ahead of the Soviet Union’s entry into the war against Japan, the United States dropped the first atomic bomb on Hiroshima, Japan on August 6, and a second on Nagasaki on August 9. The two cities suffered unprecedented devastation, with 170,000 civilian deaths in Hiroshima and 66,000 in Nagasaki.

At 17:00 on August 8, Soviet Foreign Commissar Vyacheslav Molotov summoned Japan’s ambassador to the Soviet Union, Naotake Sato, and handed him the Soviet declaration of war, announcing that the Soviet Union would enter a state of war with Japan beginning August 9. Although the Soviet declaration of war caught Japan by surprise, Japan continued to refuse to surrender, making war in the Far East unavoidable.

(1) Soviet Objectives and Force Deployment

As early as April 1945, Soviet Marshal Aleksandr Vasilevsky had begun drawing up the plan of operations against the Kwantung Army, and settled on the overall concept of the campaign: three fronts would advance from the east, west, and north, with the main thrust to be delivered from the west, converging on Shenyang and Changchun as the two forces closed in from east and west, while the north served as a supporting axis of advance, in order to cut off the Kwantung Army’s links with the Japanese forces in North China and Korea and to divide and encircle the main strength of the Kwantung Army in the central Manchurian region. The Soviet high command emphasized in its directives: “Strive for a swift and decisive victory, and avoid becoming bogged down in a protracted war against the Japanese forces in Manchuria.”

To carry out the operation, the Soviets established a unified command in the person of Marshal Vasilevsky as commander-in-chief of the Soviet forces in the Far East, with Marshal Rodion Malinovsky as commander-in-chief of the Trans-Baikal Front, Colonel General Kirill Meretskov as commander-in-chief of the 1st Far Eastern Front, and Colonel General Maksim Purkayev as commander-in-chief of the 2nd Far Eastern Front, with Colonel General Semyon Ivanov as chief of staff of the Soviet Far East command; also included were the Pacific Fleet and the Amur (Heilongjiang) River Flotilla. In total, the Soviets committed 11 combined-arms armies, one tank army, one cavalry-mechanized group, three air armies and three air defense armies, comprising in total 80 army divisions (including six cavalry divisions and two tank divisions), 1 cavalry-mechanized group, three anti-aircraft-artillery divisions, more than 5,500 tanks and self-propelled guns, and 26,000 artillery pieces; combat aircraft numbered about 3,800, naval vessels of all types numbered around 500, and naval aviation aircraft numbered about 1,500; total strength exceeded 1.5 million.

Of these, the Trans-Baikal Front, commanded by Marshal Malinovsky, comprised the 17th, 36th, 39th, and 53rd Combined Arms Armies, the Guards Tank 6th Army, and the Soviet-Mongolian cavalry-mechanized group, totaling 37 divisions and 20 brigades, and 654,000 troops, mainly concentrated in the eastern part of Outer Mongolia, extending toward Tamsag Bulag. Its mission was to launch its main thrust from the west toward the Chinese Northeast interior, cutting off the Kwantung Army’s links with the North China Japanese forces, while dividing and encircling the main strength of the Kwantung Army at Changchun and Shenyang, in the 3rd Front Army area. This front army planned to have the Guards Tank 6th Army, the 17th and 39th Combined Arms Armies serve as the main strike force, striking from Tamsag Bulag toward Shenyang and Changchun as the main thrust, while simultaneously using the Soviet-Mongolian cavalry-mechanized group to carry out a supporting thrust; the right wing, comprising the 36th Combined Arms Army, would advance from Ergun and Manzhouli toward Zhangjiakou; the left wing, comprising the 53rd Combined Arms Army, would advance from Oldeg and Nur toward Qiqihar. The Guards Tank 6th Army, the front army’s principal strike element, would push toward the second echelon following the main axis of advance, with a further two infantry divisions, one tank division, and a mechanized brigade forming the front army’s reserve. This front army’s zone of advance spanned 2,300 kilometers, with a campaign depth of 800 to 1,000 kilometers. Its immediate task was to cross the Greater Khingan Range and advance to Suoluen and Tuquan within five days, then continue its advance toward Zhangjiakou and Chengde.

The 1st Far Eastern Front, under the 1st, 5th, 25th, and 35th Combined Arms Armies and one operational group, totaled 32 divisions and 14 brigades, and 587,000 troops, mainly concentrated south of Lake Khanka. Its mission was to launch its offensive from the east, cutting off the links between the Kwantung Army and Korea and Japan’s home islands, in coordination with the Pacific Fleet, while pressing toward Mudanjiang and Dunhua, and thereafter advancing toward Jilin and Changchun to link up with the 1st Front Army of the Kwantung Army. This front army planned to have the Red Banner 1st and 5th Combined Arms Armies and the 10th Mechanized Corps deliver the main thrust, while carrying out supporting thrusts on both flanks; on the right wing, the 35th Combined Arms Army would advance from Iman toward Mishan, and on the left wing, the 25th Army would advance from Barabash toward Wangqing, Yanji, and Tumen, cutting off the retreat of Japanese forces on the Korean-Manchurian border, with part of its strength pushing toward the Japanese forces in northern Korea. In addition, two infantry divisions and one cavalry division would serve as the front army’s reserve. This front army’s zone of advance spanned 700 kilometers, with a campaign depth of 400 to 500 kilometers. Its immediate task was to breach the border fortifications, and to advance to the Mudanjiang-Wangqing line within 18 days of the offensive, thereafter continuing its advance toward Harbin and Jilin.

The 2nd Far Eastern Front, under the Red Banner 2nd and 15th Combined Arms Armies, the 16th Army, and the independent 5th Rifle Corps, totaled 11 divisions, 12 brigades, and 337,000 troops, mainly concentrated in the Lesozavodsk area. Its mission was to serve as a supporting front, delivering a secondary thrust in coordination with the Amur River Flotilla in the region north of Heihe, advancing toward Harbin and Qiqihar to pin down and destroy the Japanese Independent 4th Army. This front army planned to have the 15th Army advance along the Songhua River toward Jiamusi and Harbin as the main thrust, while carrying out supporting thrusts on both flanks; the left wing, comprising the independent 5th Corps, would cross the Ussuri River from the vicinity of Bikin and advance toward Baoqing; on the right wing, the Red Banner 2nd Corps would cross the Heilongjiang (Amur) River from the vicinity of Blagoveshchensk and Heihe, advancing toward Qiqihar, while the 16th Army, in coordination with the North Pacific Fleet, would seize southern Sakhalin and the Kuril Islands. This front army’s zone of advance spanned 2,130 kilometers, with a campaign depth of about 500 kilometers.

The Pacific Fleet: employing submarines and naval aviation to operate in Japanese coastal waters, its main mission was to cut the Kwantung Army’s links with Japan’s home islands, support the flanks of the ground forces along the North Korean coast, and coordinate with the army in seizing landing operations at ports, Rashin, and the Kuril Islands.

(2) The Kwantung Army’s Objectives and Force Deployment

On July 5, 1945, Imperial General Headquarters set out its policy for the Kwantung Army’s operations against the Soviet Union: “Every effort should be made to smash the enemy’s advance east of the Manchuria-Great-Wall line and south of the Changchun-Dalian Line; failing that, it must at least hold firm along the Changchun-Tumen Line, sustaining a protracted campaign to benefit the greater conduct of the war in East Asia.” Its operational guidance points were as follows: 1. Making full use of the mountainous terrain and fortifications in eastern Korea, along the western side of the Mudanjiang basin, and along the outer fringes of the Greater Khingan and Xingan-Qiqihar line, to strive to smash the enemy’s advance while delaying enemy attacks; a portion of the force was to hold to the last man, “dying with honor,” to obstruct the enemy’s advance. 2. Making use of the broad terrain of Manchuria to resist the enemy’s attacks over a protracted period while at the same time waging widespread guerrilla warfare. 3. The main strength of the Kwantung Army would, at the opportune moment, concentrate along the line east of the Changchun-Great Wall Line and south of the Changchun-Tumen Line, and only when forced to do so would it hold firm at strongholds around Tonghua and Linjiang, maintaining a long-term defense.

The Kwantung Army’s commander-in-chief was General Otozo Yamada, and it comprised the 1st and 3rd Area Armies, six armies and the 2nd Air Army, totaling 24 divisions, 12 brigades, and more than 700,000 troops, along with eight puppet Manchukuo divisions and eight puppet Mongolian divisions, another 200,000-plus men, giving a total strength of nearly one million. It had about 150 combat aircraft (with another roughly 500 trainer aircraft usable in combat), 160 tanks, and 5,000 artillery pieces of all types. Because Japan’s elite forces had already suffered heavy losses in fighting within China proper and in the Pacific War, the great majority of the Kwantung Army at this point consisted of hastily assembled units: eight divisions newly formed in 1944, and eight divisions and seven brigades newly formed in February and July of 1945 respectively; the equipment and combat capability of these units were far below the standards of previous years.

The Kwantung Army’s basic deployment was as follows: the 1st Area Army was responsible for defense of the eastern front, with its main strength concentrated along the Mudanjiang-Yanji line, its headquarters at Mudanjiang; the 3rd Area Army was responsible for the western front and defense of southern Manchuria, its headquarters at Shenyang, with its 44th Army positioned in the Aershan, Taonan, and Tongliao region, and the 30th Army deployed east of the Changchun-Great-Wall Line. The 4th Army was responsible for defense of the northern front, its headquarters at Qiqihar; the 34th Army served as the Kwantung Army’s reserve, positioned in the Xing’an-Xingcheng region.

The Kwantung Army’s defenses consisted of three defensive belts. The first consisted of border fortification zones and the second-line main defensive positions; the second was set along the Changchun-Great-Wall and Changchun-Tumen lines, organized as strongpoint defense; the third, centered on Tonghua, was set along the mountainous regions bordering Korea, forming the last line of resistance. Work on the defenses in depth had only just begun when the war broke out.




II. Course of the Battle

The Far East Campaign lasted from 00:00 on August 9 to Japan’s surrender on September 2, a total of 24 days, though actual fighting occupied only about half that time.

Phase One: Soviet forces break through Japan’s border defenses and advance to the Northeast plain (August 9–14)

On the night of August 8, the Soviet Union’s three Far Eastern fronts moved into their attack positions, at a time when the coastal region had already begun to see rain. The advance of the 1st and 2nd Far Eastern Fronts began under unfavorable weather conditions. At 00:00 on August 9, Soviet forces launched their offensive against Japan from all three directions simultaneously. To coordinate with the ground advance, Soviet aviation first sent out two waves involving 480 sorties of bombers, and under the cover of fighters from the 9th and 12th Air Corps, carried out concentrated strikes against the industrial bases, railway hubs, and airfields of Harbin, Qiqihar, Harbin (as noted), Jilin, Changchun, Shenyang, Chaoyang, and Rashin and other important Japanese military targets. Because it feared losing its air strength, Japan withdrew the bulk of its air force to Korea and the Japanese home islands on the very first day of the war; as a result, Soviet air forces seized control of the air from the very outset of the campaign, creating extremely favorable conditions for the smooth advance of ground forces.

The specific progress of each front army was as follows:

The lead echelons of each army of the Trans-Baikal Front’s forces split into 12 columns and advanced simultaneously. Advance detachments crossed the border at 00:10 on August 9, and by 4:30 had suddenly launched their offensive without artillery preparation. The three combined-arms armies in the main direction of attack skirted around several of the Japanese fortified zones on the western border, penetrating deep with long strides, meeting no effective Japanese resistance. On the first day, mechanized units advanced 120–150 kilometers, and infantry units advanced about 50 kilometers. The Guards Tank 6th Army advanced fastest of all, forming two columns and, at intervals of more than 70 kilometers apart, advancing along two axes toward Changchun and Fengbei-Shenyang. This army group advanced the most rapidly, and by the third day of the war had emerged at the edge of the Northeast plain after crossing the Greater Khingan Range, but was forced to halt its advance for two days after being cut off from its main supply lines, 450 kilometers to the rear, due to lack of fuel and water. The 39th Army occupied the Suoluen area near Ulanhot, while the 17th Army pushed forward to the Xilinhot area. At this point, on the front army’s main axis of advance, the three combined-arms armies had linked up between the flanks of the Kwantung Army’s independent 4th Army and the 3rd Front Army’s 30th and 44th Armies. On the front army’s left wing, the 36th Army captured Manzhouli and Hailar, in the course of the advance, met fierce Japanese resistance while attacking the fortified zone of Hailar, and its main force detoured around it. The Soviet-Mongolian cavalry-mechanized group on the front army’s right wing advanced in two columns, crossing the Inner Mongolian desert and steppe within three days, occupying Dolonnur on the 14th and Zhangbei on the 15th, cutting off land communications between the Kwantung Army and the Japanese forces in North China.

The lead detachments of each army of the 1st Far Eastern Front set out at 1:00 a.m. on the same night, taking advantage of the darkness and thunderstorm weather to carry out a surprise assault on the Japanese fortified positions along the border. Except for the 35th Army, none of the other three armies conducted preliminary artillery preparation. At 8:30, the main strength of each army crossed the border simultaneously along 12 columns, penetrating deep through the gaps between Japanese fortified zones along the border. On the left wing, the 25th Army and, on the right wing, the 35th Army each encountered stubborn resistance while attacking the fortified zones at Dongning and Hutou respectively, and made little headway on the frontal assault; their main forces detoured around these positions, leaving behind part of their strength together with heavy artillery and bombing aircraft to continue the assault. The 5th Army captured Suifenhe on the second day of the campaign. On the front army’s main axis of advance, Soviet forces smoothly crossed the Japanese border fortified zones on the very first day of the campaign, and by August 13 had advanced to the Mishan, Linkou, and Muling line. On the 13th, the Red Banner 1st Army and part of the 5th Army advanced from the south, southeast, and north toward Mudanjiang, meeting stubborn resistance from four-plus Japanese divisions holding the Mudanjiang area, which relied on favorable terrain and delayed the front army’s advance in the main direction of the assault. The front army commander made a flexible decision on the spot, redirecting his forces from the south wing back toward Mudanjiang, then from the interstices between the Kwantung Army’s 1st Front Army’s 3rd and 5th Armies, thrusting straight toward Jilin, to ensure that his front army linked up with the Trans-Baikal Front on the Northeast plain as planned. Accordingly, the front army’s reserve, the 88th Rifle Corps and a fast-moving group — the mechanized 10th Corps — advanced toward Wangqing and Jilin, in order to accelerate the pace of the advance toward Wangqing and Jilin. The 25th Combined Arms Army, in coordination with the Pacific Fleet, occupied the Korean towns of Ungi and Rajin between August 12 and 14.

The lead detachment of the 2nd Far Eastern Front’s 15th Army launched its offensive at 1:00 a.m. on August 9, with its main strength crossing the Heilongjiang (Amur) River in two columns on the following day, with the support of the river flotilla, advancing toward Jiamusi along the Songhua River; it fought a fairly fierce engagement with Japanese forces in the vicinity of Tongjiang and Fujin fortified zones. On the right wing, the independent 5th Corps crossed the Wusuli (Ussuri) River near Raohe on the night of August 9, and by the 10th had occupied the Japanese-held fortified zone of Raohe, and advanced toward Baoqing. On the left wing, the Red Banner 2nd Army was, at first, responsible for defending along the Heilongjiang and Huma River lines near Blagoveshchensk, and, on August 11, began forcing crossings of the Heilongjiang before dawn, advancing toward Sunwu, with its main force pointed toward Beian-Qiqihar. In its advance toward Aihui and Sunwu, and the fortified zones on both sides, it repeatedly met with fierce Japanese resistance.

In the first phase of the campaign, the Soviet forces committed massive forces from the outset, and by launching a sudden, fierce offensive, prevented Japan from realizing its intention of “using border fortifications to delay the Soviet advance while reorganizing its defenses in depth.” The entire Kwantung Army command system quickly collapsed, and its forces fell into disarray. The Soviet Union’s three front armies advanced 50 to 500 kilometers into hostile territory in various directions (the Trans-Baikal Front advanced 450 to 500 kilometers, the 1st Far Eastern Front advanced 150 to 200 kilometers, and the 2nd Far Eastern Front advanced 50 to 100 kilometers), forming a division and encirclement of the Japanese forces stationed at Shenyang, Changchun, Jilin, Harbin, and Qiqihar and elsewhere, and annihilating nearly 300,000 Japanese troops.

Phase Two: Soviet forces continue their advance, and the Kwantung Army surrenders (August 15 – September 2)

On August 15, the Japanese government announced its surrender, but the Kwantung Army did not stop resisting. The Soviets, having smashed the resistance of Japan’s border garrisons in the first phase, pressed their pursuit of the retreating Japanese forces, and advanced deep into the interior to occupy major cities. On the 16th and 17th, the Trans-Baikal Front successively occupied Zhalantun, Taonan, Tongliao, Chifeng, and Zhangbei and other locations. Because the roads had turned to mud, the tank corps could advance only along the railway roadbed, and their average daily rate of advance dropped to 40–50 kilometers, with the main force following behind the advance detachments and no fighting taking place. Part of the force continued to besiege the Hailar fortified zone.

At this point, apart from a small number of fortified zones such as Hailar and Hutou which still held out stubbornly, the Japanese forces overall had lost the capacity for organized resistance. In these circumstances, on August 17 the Kwantung Army’s commander-in-chief telegraphed the Soviet Far East command with a proposal for a bilateral ceasefire, and on the 18th ordered his subordinate forces to surrender to the Soviet forces on the spot. The Soviet Far East command’s answer to the Japanese proposal was: “The Kwantung Army command is required to cease all combat action against Soviet forces across the entire front from 12:00 on August 20, lay down its weapons, and surrender.” The reason the Soviet command pushed back the timing of the Japanese surrender to August 20 was that the Soviet Union’s three front armies’ forces, whether due to lack of fuel or blocked roads, were unable to reach the major cities of the Northeast quickly to accept the Japanese surrender. To this end, the Far East Soviet command instructed each front army to temporarily assemble personnel in major cities to conduct airborne landings, forming quick-response detachments of elite troops, to arrive at each major city ahead of the specified date.

From August 18 to 20, the Soviets successively carried out air landings numbering between 200 and 500 men each at Shenyang, Changchun, Harbin, Jilin, Lüshun, and Dalian, among other major Northeast cities. The Japanese forces garrisoning the Hutou and Dongning fortified zones did not cease resistance until August 26. At the same time, from August 11 to 25, the Soviet 16th Army, with the support of part of the Pacific Fleet, carried out the campaign to seize southern Sakhalin. From August 18 to September 1, part of the 2nd Far Eastern Front, in coordination with part of the 16th Army and the joint fleet of the Pacific Fleet, carried out the landing campaign to seize the Kuril Islands. On September 2, the Far East Campaign came to an end.




III. Analysis

The Soviet Union applied, in the Far East Campaign, the combat experience it had accumulated on the German-Soviet front, achieving a complete victory over Japan’s Kwantung Army. The Soviets held that the Far East Campaign was a large-scale strategic offensive campaign that “opened a new theater of war,” possessing the qualities of a “sudden, annihilating strike.” It was “the shortest campaign of the entire Second World War in duration, yet also one of its most illustrious outcomes,” a true “blitzkrieg fought across an extremely vast expanse.” We believe that, in this large-scale strategic campaign fought at the very close of the Second World War, the Soviet Union’s operational and tactical thinking, principles of operation, organization and command, force allocation, and logistics and equipment support all reached the highest standards of the time, and it offers important guidance for strengthening the defense and military development of our own country under conditions of mechanized warfare. Our purpose in selecting this case for study is to enable our senior military cadres to grasp the characteristics and patterns of mechanized warfare and to improve their capacity for organizing and commanding large-scale operations; at the same time, it offers a case study of genuine reference value for border counter-offensive operations.


(1) Choosing an axis of advance the enemy did not expect achieved a strikingly effective surprise

Japan had originally judged that, once its war against Germany concluded, the Soviet Union would need to rest and refit, and that it could not begin operations against Japan until around the spring of 1946 at the earliest, and September 1945 at the very earliest; and that the Soviet Union’s main axis of advance would likely come from the Soviet Far Eastern coastal region toward Northeast China. Based on this assessment, the Kwantung Army set the eastern front of Northeast China as the focus of its defense. In reality, however, in choosing its main axis of advance, the Soviet high command judged, based on the terrain, roads, and Japanese deployment in the Northeast, that the axis of advance from the Mongolian border was most advantageous. Because Japanese defenses were weakest in this direction, and the terrain of the Greater Khingan Range was open, well-suited to mechanized formations, the Soviets could achieve surprise as long as they moved quickly across the Greater Khingan Range and out onto the Northeast plain, achieving operational surprise. Accordingly, the Soviets set the axis for annihilating the main strength of the Kwantung Army as the western front. At the same time, to achieve campaign-level surprise, the Soviets concentrated 2,400 tanks in the Outer Mongolia region. In order to achieve surprise and correctly guide the direction of advance across the desert and steppe, the Soviets dispatched low-flying aircraft to guide the armored mechanized forces. The Greater Khingan Range, running from northeast to southwest, stretches for more than 1,200 kilometers, with a width of 200–400 kilometers and an average elevation of 1,100–1,400 meters, its highest peak at Huanggangliang reaching an elevation of 2,030 meters — steep and treacherous terrain, which the Kwantung Army had never imagined the Soviet forces would cross with tank forces. Therefore, on the eve of the crossing of the Greater Khingan Range, Japan had done almost nothing to guard against it. The Soviet tank corps advanced in three columns across the range, with the middle column formed of the mechanized 9th Corps’ motorized infantry, and the right column formed of the mechanized 7th Corps’ motorized infantry, marching on foot. Just as they set out, a heavy rain fell from the sky, and thousands of tanks made their way through the muddy mountain paths, twisting and turning, with the mechanized motorized infantry close behind, stretching out for several kilometers. On the eve of the war, since the tank corps had never had a unit like the Soviet Guards, it dared to venture the crossing of such a high mountain range; even in the mountains of Eastern Europe, it had never encountered a mountain range comparable to the Greater Khingan Range. A veteran of the Second World War who had crossed the Alps twice with the mechanized 7th Army, the commander later described the crossing of the Greater Khingan Range as follows: “August 11, 1945 — this is the most arduous march I have ever experienced in my entire military career.” At the conclusion of the war, Stalin issued an order commending the units, regiments, and armies of the Trans-Baikal Front with the honorary title of “Greater Khingan.” Furthermore, the concealment of the campaign plan and the series of movements toward the main axis of attack were highly successful; the Kwantung Army’s commander-in-chief, General Otozo Yamada, was completely unaware of it beforehand, and was watching a Japanese Kabuki performance in Dalian at the very moment the war broke out, learning the news only after receiving an urgent telegram; the Kwantung Army headquarters in Changchun also suffered a Soviet air raid more than ten hours into the fighting. At the outset of the war, Japan’s Kwantung Army, under the onslaught of Soviet artillery, aircraft, and ground forces, was left utterly unable to respond, let alone counterattack. Afterward, Japan carefully summed up the lessons of this defeat by blitzkrieg. Chief of the General Staff Yoshijiro Umezu said: “The theory the Germans were mocked for as impossible ‘in the sky’ has been put into actual practice by the Soviet Red Army.” It can thus be seen that the Soviet concept of surprise attack and annihilation through blitzkrieg was learned from Germany. The Soviet Union, in the early period of the Second World War, tasted the bitterness of the German blitzkrieg, and in its later stages, in turn, gave Japan a taste of the sweetness of blitzkrieg itself.



(2) Concentrating an overwhelming superiority of forces and weapons greatly enhanced the effectiveness of the operation

In the Far East Campaign, comparing Soviet and Japanese forces: overall troop strength stood at a ratio of 1.6:1, artillery and mortars at 5.2:1, tanks and self-propelled guns at 34.4:1, combat aircraft at 25.3:1, and naval vessels at 23.8:1. The Soviet Union held an overwhelming advantage over Japan in each axis of advance; taking the number of divisions as a measure, on the western front, Soviet forces outnumbered Japan’s by 4.1 to 1, on the eastern front by 3.2 to 1, and on the northern front by 3.7 to 1. Although the Soviets’ total combat frontage reached 4,400 kilometers, the main forces of the front armies and combined-arms armies were concentrated on narrow, focal sectors. The 36th Combined Arms Army attacked along a frontage 700 kilometers wide, but its main strike force was concentrated in a sector only 20 kilometers wide. On the Soviet breakthrough sectors, army-level frontages generally ran 5–5.4 kilometers, and division-level frontages 2.5–3 kilometers; per kilometer of breakthrough frontage, artillery density reached 200–240 pieces, and tank and self-propelled gun density reached 30–40 vehicles. Such a high concentration of forces and weapons was rare even on the German-Soviet front. The Soviets had originally estimated that this campaign would require at least 1.5 to 2 months, but the actual duration of the operation was only 24 days.



(3) The high-speed, deep employment of mechanized armor formations was a key guarantee for the swift accomplishment of the campaign’s objectives

In the Far East Campaign, a notable feature of Soviet operations was the high-speed, deep employment of mechanized armor formations. To enhance the effectiveness of the initial strike, the Soviets designated tank corps as “the foundation of the main strike group,” forming the first echelon and tasked with the primary breakthrough at high speed and to great depth — something unprecedented even in the earlier German-Soviet war. The Guards Tank 6th Army, on the front army’s main axis, launched its offensive with high speed, breaking free from the combined-arms formation, advancing at an average rate of 82 kilometers per day and night (sometimes reaching 150 kilometers), and by the tenth day had advanced 800 kilometers — an extremely high rate of advance for its time. Because of its rapid pace of advance, the Guards Tank 6th Army had, by the second day of the campaign, already seized the Greater Khingan mountain passes, and by the fourth day had emerged onto the Northeast plain, cutting off the Kwantung Army’s links with the North China expeditionary forces, creating the conditions for the encirclement of “Central Manchuria.” This strong, rapid pace of Soviet advance achieved a rapid encirclement of the Japanese forces, causing Japan to swiftly lose all organized capacity for resistance, and was an important reason for the rapid collapse of the Kwantung Army. However, this approach also exposed certain weaknesses. Because the operational area was vast, and advances proceeded simultaneously in mutually isolated directions, coupled with the Soviet forces’ overextended supply lines, growing intervals between units, and radio communications also affected by mountainous forest terrain, coordination between units in real time became extremely difficult, and command and communication were made more difficult. For example, the Guards Tank 6th Army advanced along two directions 75 kilometers apart, later widening to 200 kilometers; the interval between the two flanks of the Soviet-Mongolian cavalry-mechanized group was 200 kilometers, making coordination between them extremely difficult during the campaign. Zakharov himself acknowledged that “the axes of advance were extremely dispersed,” and that “coordination of operations between the various units was, in reality, possible only within limited stages.” At the same time, the differing speeds of advance in each direction — some fast, some slow — exposed the flanks, making them vulnerable to being outflanked.



(4) Sustained logistical support at great depth of operations was of vital importance

The Far Eastern region was distant from the Soviet Union’s economic center, transportation and equipment were scarce, supply lines were poorly developed, and natural conditions were complex, presenting the Soviet high command with many unusual difficulties in the conduct of the campaign. In response to this situation, the Soviet high command established a wartime rear-services command organization staffed by representatives from various departments under the National Defense Committee, and, under unified command, organized logistical support efforts across the theater. They adopted a variety of measures for the transport and storage of large quantities of materiel during the campaign, resolving many problems that could not have been anticipated in advance, and played an important role in forming and sustaining deep-operations capability. However, in the course of the campaign, because the assault forces advanced so rapidly, their rear logistics bases fell as much as 600 kilometers behind, and large quantities of materiel piled up at the point of departure and could not be transported forward in time, exposing numerous problems in logistical support — particularly severe shortages of fuel and water supplies on the main axis of advance. By the third day of the campaign, some units on the western front had run entirely out of fuel supply, and were forced to halt their advance to wait for resupply; the Guards Tank 6th Army was even forced to stop midway for two days, and some units were forced to pool their remaining fuel to keep a small number of vehicles moving — for example, of the 46th Tank Brigade’s 80 tanks, only 18 continued to advance, and the mechanized 30th Brigade had only seven tanks and two motorized infantry units continue advancing. After Soviet forces entered Changchun, they immediately demanded that the Kwantung Army hand over its fuel supplies. The water supply problem was also a new problem the Soviets had not encountered on the European front. The area the Trans-Baikal Front advanced through was inherently short of water, and part of it had been deliberately sabotaged by Japanese forces, leaving personnel and vehicles in extreme difficulty finding water in the desert, steppe, and mountain regions. Although a variety of measures were taken, even including the use of aircraft to transport water, the problem still could not be adequately resolved. The commander of the Soviet-Mongolian cavalry-mechanized group, Issa Pliyev, concluded after the war that in operations in the Inner Mongolian desert, steppe, and mountain regions, water should be regarded as the “number one problem,” with the desert as “enemy number two.”



(5) Ossified military theory and outdated weapons and equipment were important reasons for the Kwantung Army’s inability to withstand even a single blow

Japan’s army operational doctrine had, since the 1920s, undergone repeated revision, but it had never given due weight to the new experience of ground warfare during the Second World War, particularly the new characteristics of high-speed, mechanized combat on the German-Soviet front, and instead clung rigidly to the old military theories of the Russo-Japanese War era as unshakeable dogma, guiding its operations accordingly. As one example, in Japan’s original judgment, the Soviets would divide their offensive campaign into two phases: the first phase lasting three months (including one month for border engagements), and the second phase lasting six months; after the conclusion of the first phase of operations, Japan would spend three months consolidating and preparing for the second phase. On this basis, Japan planned to first use one-third of its forces to wear down Soviet forces in the border region, and only then commit its remaining forces to fight a protracted delaying action against the Soviets. Influenced by this, both the Japanese senior command and the various levels of officers and commanders had underestimated the mobility of the Soviet forces, and in particular, after the Soviets concentrated their main strength for a high-speed, deep-penetration assault at the outset of the war, were left utterly helpless in the face of it. The Japanese Army neglected the development of technology in its training and equipment; it “overestimated its own spiritual strength, and underestimated the Soviet Union’s material strength,” to a serious degree. Japan’s Army War College had, in its training, consistently held to the doctrine that one could defeat a superior enemy with a smaller force, regardless of whether attacking or defending, and even believed that a single Japanese division could defeat three Soviet divisions. In its infantry training, Japan overemphasized “bayonet doctrine,” giving priority to swordsmanship, marksmanship, and hand-to-hand combat, while neglecting to study anti-tank warfare and to give targeted training accordingly, leaving its units lacking effective anti-tank weapons and corresponding combat methods. In addition, the bulk of the Kwantung Army had been hastily assembled units, poorly equipped and inadequately trained, lacking corresponding methods and confidence when facing Soviet tanks and rocket artillery. Therefore, although the Kwantung Army put up stubborn resistance at Mudanjiang and at a number of fortified zones, displaying some of the “warrior spirit” of “dying with honor,” with a portion of veteran soldiers demonstrating skilled marksmanship, bayonet fighting, and grenade-throwing techniques, and inflicting a certain measure of losses on the Soviet forces, this had no effect whatsoever on the overall course and outcome of the campaign. In the face of the Soviets’ broad-front, deep, high-speed, high-intensity assault, it collapsed within a matter of days.





Chapter 80: South Ossetia: The Russia-Georgia Military Conflict

(August 8–18, 2008)

From August 8 to 18, 2008, Russia and Georgia fought an armed conflict in South Ossetia. Georgian forces first employed heavy artillery, tanks, and combat aircraft to launch an assault on Tskhinvali, the South Ossetian capital. Russia then rapidly deployed combat aircraft and tanks in response, citing the protection of Russian citizens in the south. In the fighting, Georgia committed roughly 12,000 troops, and Russia committed roughly 20,000 troops. By August 20, the conflict had resulted in 64 deaths, 323 wounded, and 14 missing on the Russian side; and 215 deaths, 1,469 wounded, and 70 missing on the Georgian side, with the number of civilian missing unknown. About 1,600 South Ossetian residents were killed, and nearly 40,000 civilians became refugees. The conflict ultimately ended in Russian victory. Against the backdrop of today’s international strategic landscape and political climate, this was a classic instance of a border military conflict, or a border counter-strike operation, and it offers vivid, concrete material for studying and responding to border conflicts, and for studying Russian military-building thought and operational guidance, as well as constituting a piece of contemporary military teaching material with distinct features of our era.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

South Ossetia was originally an autonomous region of Georgia, located in the southern part of the Greater Caucasus range, separated by mountains from North Ossetia in Russia, with an area of 3,900 square kilometers and a population of about 190,000 (with roughly 70,000 currently residing there), consisting mainly of Ossetians, Russians, and Georgians. South Ossetia is mountainous, with 89.3% of the region lying above 1,000 meters in elevation. Its economy is based on agriculture, though only 10% of the land in the whole of South Ossetia has been developed for farming. Agricultural products consist mainly of grains, fruits, and grape products (wine, raisins, etc.), along with some forestry and animal husbandry (dairy cattle and dairy products). There is a small amount of industry, mainly concentrated around the capital, Tskhinvali.

South Ossetia and North Ossetia were originally a single whole, split apart in the early 20th century when the Tsarist empire fell. After the October Revolution of 1917, Ossetia was divided in two, with North Ossetia placed under the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic, while South Ossetia was placed under the Georgian Soviet Socialist Republic, itself part of the Soviet Union, and the South Ossetian Autonomous Region was established on April 20, 1922. After the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Russia and Georgia became separate independent states. Although the South Ossetian Autonomous Region was nominally part of Georgia, for many years it had consistently sought independence or to join Russia, refusing to accept the jurisdiction of the Georgian central government.

The South Ossetia question arose from a conflict with Georgia touched off by South Ossetia’s own drive for independence. In 1990, as Georgia began moving toward independence from the Soviet Union, South Ossetia’s parliament that September declared the establishment of the South Ossetian Soviet Democratic Republic, loyal to Moscow. Georgia’s parliament responded by abolishing South Ossetia’s autonomous status. The conflict escalated at the end of 1991, causing about 1,000 deaths, with tens of thousands of South Ossetians fleeing their homes, most of them into North Ossetia. In January 1992, South Ossetia held a referendum demanding either the establishment of an independent state or unification with North Ossetia. Relations between the Georgian central government and the South Ossetian local authorities continued to deteriorate, eventually erupting into large-scale conflict that spread to North Ossetia as well. In June 1992, the top leaders of Russia, Georgia, and North and South Ossetia held talks on peacefully resolving the armed conflict in South Ossetia, reaching agreement on an immediate ceasefire and the establishment of a joint peacekeeping force and monitoring commission. Under this agreement, Russia, Georgia, and South Ossetia established a Joint Control Commission to resolve the South Ossetia conflict, with Russia, Georgia, and South Ossetia forming a joint peacekeeping force to carry out peacekeeping duties in the conflict zone. From 1994 to October 2003, South Ossetia remained largely in a state of peace, but its original aspiration for independence never wavered. In June 2004, the peaceful situation grew tense again as Georgia stepped up its crackdown on smuggling. On November 12, 2006, South Ossetia held a third general referendum on the question of independence, with 99% of voters supporting South Ossetian independence, and 96% supporting the incumbent leader Eduard Kokoity for re-election as president. This outcome did not receive international recognition. Over the following two years, conflict between South Ossetia and the Georgian central government continued to flare up from time to time.

Georgia was formerly a constituent republic of the former Soviet Union, established in February 1921. That December, it joined the Transcaucasian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic, and in March of the following year, Georgia joined the Transcaucasian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic, which was then incorporated as a member state of the Soviet Union that December. In April 1991, the Republic of Georgia formally declared its independence. In October 1993, it joined the Commonwealth of Independent States. In August 1995, it adopted a new constitution establishing the country’s official name as “Georgia.” After Georgia’s independence, strongly seeking to break free of Russian influence, it nonetheless continued, out of the inheritance of the former Soviet Union, to be regarded by Russia as within its own sphere of influence. In 2003, Georgia’s “Rose Revolution” took place, and after the new president, Mikheil Saakashvili, took power, he began pursuing a policy of alignment with the West and NATO accession. In 2005, Georgia’s military budget rose to 250 million dollars, an increase of 90% over the previous year, and it purchased large quantities of weapons and equipment from Eastern Europe, Turkey, and Ukraine. In April 2007, Georgia established a provisional South Ossetian administrative body, allowing the Tbilisi side to administer the South Ossetia region through local leaders, and to conduct negotiations with the Republic of South Ossetia on issues including the region’s final status and dispute resolution. On July 13, 2007, Georgia established a committee, under Georgian jurisdiction, to promote autonomy for South Ossetia, chaired by Dmitri Sanakoev. These policies proved ineffective, and the conflicts remained unresolved. It was precisely because South Ossetians were dissatisfied with the central government’s ethnic-minority policy and its pro-Western diplomatic policy that conflict with the Georgian central government arose.

Georgian Objectives and Force Deployment

On August 1, 2008, armed clashes broke out between Georgian and South Ossetian armed personnel, causing casualties. From the 3rd onward, the conflict escalated, and South Ossetia began evacuating residents of the capital, Tskhinvali, to North Ossetia. Tensions in the South Caucasus region had already built to the point where only war could resolve them.

Georgian objectives: through a “blitzkrieg,” to occupy the South Ossetian capital, Tskhinvali, within two to three hours, thereby gaining control over the whole of South Ossetia, and creating a fait accompli of Georgian occupation of South Ossetia.

Georgian force strength: two to three infantry brigades, along with the National Guard and Interior Ministry troops, totaling about 12,000 men, 150 tanks, more than 80 artillery pieces, and more than ten combat aircraft.

Russian Objectives and Force Deployment

South Ossetian authorities had, for a long time, maintained close ties with Russia. South Ossetia and Russia had historically shared the same ancestry — North and South Ossetians were, from the start, one family. Because the South Ossetian population had already been assimilated into Russian culture before South Ossetia was incorporated into Georgia, they were, in terms of cultural identity, closely tied to Russia. At the same time, South Ossetia’s practical ties with Russia were also extremely close. According to media reports, 70% of South Ossetian residents held Russian passports, the region relied economically on Russia, its circulating currency was the ruble, and most South Ossetians hoped to join a stronger Russia. The South Ossetian government also acknowledged that its 2006 budget relied on Russian aid for 60% of its funding. Meanwhile, Georgia’s increasingly strong calls to join NATO caused Russia to feel a grave sense of security threat. With NATO appearing at its own doorstep, Russia felt it had no room left to retreat, forcing Russia to consider using the South Ossetia issue as leverage to check Georgia’s bid to join NATO.
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Georgia frequently accused Russia of secretly backing South Ossetia. Relations between the two sides had repeatedly frayed over the South Ossetia issue. Since the beginning of 2006, Russia and Georgia had successively become embroiled in a “natural gas dispute,” a “troop withdrawal dispute,” a “wine dispute,” and a “spy dispute,” further straining the already troubled relationship. On August 8, 2008, Georgia took substantive military action, and Russia had little choice but to intervene.

Russian objectives: to swiftly drive the Georgian forces out of South Ossetia and, through blockade from the sea, strikes from the air, and offensive operations on the ground, deal a heavy blow to the main strength of the Georgian forces, destroying important military and civilian targets such as transportation hubs and military-industrial enterprises, weakening Georgia’s capacity to wage a further war of aggression against South Ossetia. Through rapid military action, to strike Georgia and gain the campaign initiative, bringing the fighting to an end while preserving Russia’s original standing, without and losing standing before Western countries and unified international opinion.

Russian force strength: apart from the original 3,000-strong peacekeeping force stationed there, once the conflict broke out Russia reinforced with two airborne divisions, one airborne regiment, and part of two motor-rifle divisions, totaling about 20,000 men, 500 tanks and armored vehicles, and more than a dozen combat vessels (one cruiser, one destroyer, three landing ships, and five support vessels) as well as dozens of combat aircraft (Tu-22M3 medium bombers, Su-24 light bombers, and Su-25 ground-attack aircraft) providing support.




II. Course of the Battle

Beginning August 1, small-scale exchanges of fire occurred repeatedly along the military line of control between Georgian and South Ossetian armed forces. On the 3rd, Georgia began reinforcing troops into the conflict zone on both sides. On the 4th, Georgian forces shelled the South Ossetian capital of Tskhinvali and its surrounding towns from three directions, and Russian peacekeeping forces stationed in Georgia raised their level of readiness. From the 6th to the 7th, Georgian forces began massing troops in the conflict zone. At midnight on the 8th, Georgian and Russian forces clashed, exchanging fire for more than 110 hours. The conflict can be roughly divided into three phases.

Phase One (late night of the 7th to 15:00 on the 8th): Georgian forces attack South Ossetia

At 22:00 on the 7th, Georgian ground forces opened fire on South Ossetia’s capital, Tskhinvali, using rocket artillery and other heavy weapons. At 1:00 on the 8th, South Ossetian forces began organizing a counterattack. At 2:00, Georgian ground forces, numbering about 7,400, deployed tanks, infantry fighting vehicles, and heavy weapons including “Grad” multiple rocket launchers, and launched a major offensive with the main axis directed at Tskhinvali, the South Ossetian capital, while part of their force attacked Akhalgori, another county that had already declared its intention to seek independence. Seven hours later, Georgian forces had occupied 11 villages near Tskhinvali, completely severing the transportation arteries leading to the city. At 8:30, the Georgian air force deployed Su-25 fighter-bombers, bombing Tskhinvali and the surrounding area. At 9:00, Georgian forces occupied a large portion of the South Ossetian capital, Tskhinvali, and controlled another 11 nearby villages. At 10:40, Georgian forces controlled most of the South Ossetian territory outside the Java region, and began attacking the Russian peacekeeping forces’ base in Tskhinvali. At 15:00, Georgia announced a three-hour ceasefire, in order to provide a humanitarian corridor for residents of Tskhinvali.

Phase Two (15:00 on the 8th to nightfall on the 10th): Russia intervenes, Georgia withdraws

After Georgian forces launched their offensive on the 8th, within about two hours Russia had established a wartime command post led by the Ground Forces commander-in-chief, General Vladimir Boldyrev, and dispatched an advance detachment of about 2,000 men and more than 100 tanks, armored vehicles, and self-propelled artillery pieces. At 15:20, Russian forces entered South Ossetian territory. Half an hour later, Russian armored units advanced into the South Ossetian capital, Tskhinvali. At 17:20, the Russian 58th Army rushed to Tskhinvali, reinforcing the Russian peacekeeping forces stationed there. At 19:15, the Georgian regular forces occupying Tskhinvali, having sustained an attack, began to retreat. At 22:00, fierce fighting broke out between the Russian peacekeeping forces and Georgian regular forces in the southern outskirts of Tskhinvali. At 2:00 on the 9th, Georgian forces were fully suppressed by Russia; the Russian peacekeeping forces and the reinforcing 58th Army destroyed a large number of Georgian armored vehicles and tanks, and the Georgian air force lost combat aircraft as well. Russian forces began bombarding important Georgian military targets, and the navy dispatched vessels to blockade the nearby coastline, while ground reinforcements continued to arrive in South Ossetia. At 15:00 on the 9th, Russian forces occupied the whole of Tskhinvali. That same day, Russian military intervention prompted the Georgian president, Saakashvili, to sign a decree declaring a state of “war,” which the Georgian parliament unanimously approved that same afternoon, and Georgia entered a 15-day state of martial law nationwide. Georgian forces regrouped and made repeated counterattacks against Tskhinvali, all of which were repelled by Russian forces. From the night of the 9th to the morning of the 10th, there was relative calm around Tskhinvali, with no clashes occurring.

Phase Three (early morning of the 11th to the 18th): Russia takes the initiative, expands its gains, and both sides negotiate

Disregarding Georgia’s ceasefire request, Russia continued to reinforce South Ossetia, and stepped up its clearing of the remaining Georgian forces, encircling Georgian units in the Kodori Gorge. At the same time, it increased its air raids, bombing Georgian oil pipelines, transportation hubs, major ports, and military-industrial enterprises and other important military and civilian targets, weakening Georgia’s capacity to continue the war, and dispatched a number of tank-equipped mobile units to strike deep into Georgian territory to attack Georgian forces. On the 11th, with air support, Russian peacekeeping forces completed the encirclement of Georgian forces, and special forces cleared out remaining Georgian resistance within the city of Gori. Russian air forces had by this point fully gained control of the airspace over the South Ossetian conflict zone. At 16:00 on the 12th, having largely achieved its combat objective, Russia announced it would halt military operations aimed at “forcing the Georgian authorities to accept peace.”

On August 12, Russian President Medvedev and visiting French President Nicolas Sarkozy, mediating on behalf of Georgia, reached agreement on a six-point plan for resolving the Russia-Georgia conflict, including provisions covering Russian forces. On the 18th, Georgian President Saakashvili accepted and signed this six-point plan. That same day, a Russian military column left the South Ossetian capital of Tskhinvali and returned to Russian territory, marking the beginning of Russia’s withdrawal from the South Ossetian conflict zone.




III. Analysis

The military conflict that broke out between Russia and Georgia in South Ossetia was the first direct armed conflict Russia had become embroiled in with a foreign country in more than a decade, and this conflict had the characteristics of a sudden outbreak, short duration, large committed forces, and broad impact. Russia’s response to the outbreak of the conflict was swift and appropriate, demonstrating a strong capacity for adaptive response. Studying Russia’s national defense and military development, as well as its military theory and operational guidance, this conflict offers us concrete and vivid material for study and research. It offers an instructive model for how to grasp the characteristics and patterns of border conflicts and respond to border conflicts under today’s broader international environment.


(1) Accurately judging the international situation and strategic posture, and firmly seizing the initiative in the use of force

In this military conflict, Russia had a clear and accurate grasp of the international political environment, gaining the political and military initiative. The military analyst Pavel Felgenhauer believed that Georgia’s advance into South Ossetia provided Russia with a pretext for concrete action to express its political stance. In 2008, Russia’s newly elected president, Dmitry Medvedev, had, shortly after taking office, issued a warning that if Georgia joined NATO, it would lead to more bloody conflicts between Georgia’s breakaway regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia and the Georgian central government. At the same time, Russia also intervened militarily in South Ossetia, a rebel region of Georgia, drawing a “red line” to signal that Russia would not tolerate reckless provocation on this issue. A journalist for the Mexican newspaper El Universal wrote in an article titled “Behind South Ossetia — Kosovo, Oil Pipelines, and NATO,” pointing out that the Kremlin seized on and exploited Georgian President Saakashvili’s launch of an assault on South Ossetia on the very day the Beijing Olympics opened, pushing its own counterattack against the “red line” onto the world stage, thereby establishing a new order for its own sphere of influence. Britain’s Guardian newspaper commented: “Georgian President Saakashvili’s Harvard education was, in this instance, a failure. He thought he could recapture South Ossetia, and instead discovered he had accomplished nothing.” Putin had long been waiting for an opportunity to humiliate those he resented, while also warning off Russia’s neighboring countries that harbored ambitions of joining NATO. Russia’s move undoubtedly achieved its purpose: it not only issued a stern warning to Western countries about further NATO expansion, but also served as a lesson to Georgia for betraying Russia in pursuit of NATO membership.

Militarily, Russia grasped the art of warfare well in this conflict, both achieving military victory and avoiding being placed in a passive position politically and diplomatically. First, it set a limited military objective: to drive Georgian forces out of South Ossetia and Abkhazia, restoring the original status quo while weakening Georgia’s war-making potential. Because this objective was limited, the scale, intensity, duration, and casualties of the military operations were all limited, remaining entirely within a range Russia could control, ensuring the controllability of its military action while also being consistent with its overall diplomatic struggle. Second, it accurately controlled the pace of the campaign, achieving a swift resolution and rapidly de-escalating, avoiding an expansion or protraction of the armed conflict that would interfere with the overarching goal of stable national development. Third, it played its political cards well: before the conflict broke out, Russia had already grasped the plan of operations, but Russia gave no sign of it, allowing Georgia to fire the first shot, thereby seizing the moral high ground of “having just cause for taking up arms.” After the conflict broke out, Russia made great efforts to publicize Georgia’s massacre of civilians, actively promoting the narrative that Russian forces were there to keep the peace and protect the people, in order to seize the moral high ground.

By contrast, Georgia made repeated strategic misjudgments: first, it misjudged that Russia’s response would come so swiftly and decisively; second, it misjudged the attitude of the West, failing to obtain the support and assistance it had anticipated; third, it misjudged its own military strength, “throwing a stone against an egg,” overestimating its own capacity — not only failing to achieve its intended objective, but also, in effect, dropping a rock on its own foot; fourth, it made excessive use of force, employing a scorched-earth approach and indiscriminate use of large-caliber artillery without regard for civilian casualties, causing large numbers of civilian casualties.



(2) A high standard of routine combat readiness, quick and agile emergency response, and closely coordinated combat operations

This military conflict served as a live test of eight years of Russian military development since the collapse of the Soviet Union. Russian combat readiness standards had fallen sharply after the Soviet collapse, so much so that in the first Chechen war (1994–1996), it suffered a disastrous defeat, sustaining 16,000-plus casualties, which shocked the international community. After the two Chechen wars, Russia thoroughly summed up its lessons, and on this foundation, placed emphasis on strengthening routine combat readiness. Because of this, in this conflict, Russian forces achieved a “lightning” counterattack in response to Georgia’s own “blitzkrieg,” rapidly mobilizing 20,000 officers and men and 500 tanks, and deploying multiple types of combat aircraft, and, without a unified strategic situation from the Western world, concluded the fighting. This “dazzling” battle it won was inseparable from its high standard of routine combat readiness.

In its operations, Russian forces did not engage in large-scale battles of maneuver, nor did they seek to destroy large numbers of enemy effective forces or to seize enemy territory; their main approach was to rapidly deploy and unfold their forces, catching the enemy by surprise, so that even though the enemy’s own preparations were inadequate, Russian forces could quickly form an overwhelming military advantage, throwing Georgian forces into passivity, making them feel resistance was hopeless, and, under high military pressure, forcing them to seek peace, achieving the objective of “a small engagement subduing a much larger force.” On one hand, Russian forces mobilized on a large scale and moved at great speed. After receiving the order to dispatch troops, Russian ground forces completed combat preparations within three hours, and their mechanized forces arrived in South Ossetia within 14 hours, and within four hours of counterattacking had recaptured the South Ossetian capital, Tskhinvali. A day later, the Russian air force dispatched Su-25 fighter-bombers to strike important Georgian military targets, including Georgian military bases at Gadauri and Marneuli, and munitions factories, weakening Georgia’s war potential, while the navy reinforced one cruiser and one destroyer, which sailed to South Ossetian coastal waters. Once control over South Ossetia’s ground situation had been established, Russian forces rapidly redeployed their forces around South Ossetia’s periphery, strengthening the military presence and deterrence in the area. On the 11th, the Russian air force’s 5th Air Defense Corps’ 27th fighter-bomber unit, based in Vladikavkaz, redeployed to the Aghdam airfield in Armenia; on the 12th, the 4th long-range bomber division of the 37th Air Army redeployed from its rear base to Mozdok; the 14th special-mission brigade under the Russian Far East Military District had also planned to redeploy toward the western direction. From the morning of the 8th, when Russia began its operations, to the opening of an entirely new front against Georgia on the 10th — a mere two days — the speed of Russia’s operations left the Pentagon “stunned.” A senior U.S. Pentagon official said: “We knew South Ossetia was likely to see accidents happen, so we had been tracking the situation there all along. But we still have to admit that Russia’s actual operational speed was faster than what we had anticipated.” The Pentagon’s remarks reveal that many people describe it as “Russian speed,” and it deserves more careful study. On the other hand, Russia’s army-navy-air force integration significantly enhanced its overall combat capability. Once the conflict broke out, Russia dispatched elite forces from its Southwestern Strategic Direction, including forces belonging to the 58th Army of the North Caucasus Military District, the 4th Air Defense Corps, the 76th Airborne Division, and Black Sea Fleet units. Most of these units had extensive combat experience from the Chechen wars and considerable operational capability, and had just recently completed the “Caucasus-2008” large-scale joint anti-terrorism exercise held in southern Russia, so their combat readiness level was extremely high. In the course of the conflict, Russian forces used armored units to rapidly advance into South Ossetia, seizing favorable terrain, coordinating with the peacekeeping forces already stationed there for a forward advance, with air power providing effective suppression of Georgian ground artillery and heavy forces, supporting the tank and infantry units’ advance, while precision strikes against military targets in the Georgian rear achieved strategic deterrence through deep destruction of formations; the navy dispatched multiple combat vessels to Georgia’s coastal waters, blocking the entry of international weapons and military equipment, and so on. In its operations, Russia drew on the navy’s experience in the Iraq war, dispatching bomber aircraft to strike deep into enemy territory in coordination with naval bombardment; at the same time, it dispatched multiple mechanized combined-arms mobile detachments to boldly advance under the cover of air support, at one point pushing deep into Georgian territory to points such as Gori and Zugdidi, and Poti, forming an effective deterrent against Georgia. This three-service integrated combat capability significantly enhanced the overall operational capability of Russian forces, effectively guaranteeing the accomplishment of combat objectives.



(3) Elevating command standards, streamlining command echelons, and optimizing command procedures

Judging by its scale, this Russian operation against Georgia was, from an operational-tactical standpoint, a relatively small-scale action, but its command structure operated fully at the strategic level. Russia’s operations in this conflict fully demonstrated the characteristics of “strategic-level planning, campaign-level organization, and tactical-level execution.” The Russian President, Prime Minister, and personally made decisions, oversaw and grasped the progress of the operations, with the Ground Forces commander-in-chief and the North Caucasus Military District commander personally leading the joint operations command post as the overall commander, adopting a streamlined vertical command structure, directly commanding, at the top level, the president and Defense Minister; and, at the lower level, directly commanding the operational units, with the army and division-level commanders responsible for directly commanding the regiment- and battalion-level units in combat. For example, the commander of the 58th Army, Lieutenant General Anatoly Khruliov, personally led an advance detachment of 2,000 troops toward the front lines shortly after the conflict broke out, and although his force was several times outnumbered by the enemy, they launched a fierce counterattack, and though wounded (during the advance the convoy came under sudden enemy shellfire), his command unit needed less than a day to retake Tskhinvali. Russia’s command system operated with speed and efficiency, greatly enhancing its operational effectiveness in the conflict. In the course of the conflict, Russian forces made clear from the senior command level the number of mobile forces to be committed, determined the objectives and courses of action for infiltrating forces, and determined the targets for air strikes based on the overall operational needs. All this undoubtedly greatly enhanced Russia’s operational effectiveness in the conflict.



(4) Having older equipment “carry the load,” making the most of existing equipment to achieve optimized combat operations

Russian military equipment has often been an object of criticism and disparagement in Western media, but after this military conflict, Western media began to speak at length of the important role played by Russia’s existing equipment. In the conflict, Russian forces, working from their existing equipment, achieved optimized combat operations, and to a considerable degree, had older equipment “carry the load,” amply demonstrating that, so long as it is used well, older equipment too can play a significant role. In an article titled “Russia’s Old Tanks Still Roam the Eurasian Continent,” the Associated Press argued that Russia’s older-model tanks played a decisive role in the conflict; in the course of the fighting, from August 8 to 18, although the more advanced T-90 tanks occasionally made an appearance, it was mainly T-72 tanks that, with support from artillery, mechanized infantry, and air power, launched an “irresistible offensive” against Georgian forces. The air force, in carrying out close-range ground-attack missions, relied mainly on the Su-25 attack aircraft, an aircraft that entered service in the 1970s, but thanks to its thick armor and redundant design of key systems, this aircraft was able to return safely to base even after sustaining damage from anti-aircraft artillery. Its results were, moreover, far from negligible — the wreckage of destroyed Georgian tanks and armored vehicles could be seen scattered along the roads of South Ossetia. That Russia’s older equipment could perform so well in this conflict owed something to Russia’s rational use and technical upgrading of its older equipment. On the one hand, Russian forces were well-trained in peacetime, enabling existing equipment to display its maximum combat performance. On the other hand, Russia incorporated a series of new technologies into its older equipment, with the T-72 tank being a typical example, fitted with reactive armor and embedded information systems, whose combat capability approached that of higher-generation tanks.



(5) Placing emphasis on leveraging the “soft power” of network warfare, seizing the moral high ground and striking at the adversary on an “invisible” front

In this conflict, Russia’s successful application of network warfare played an important role in seizing the moral high ground and dominating the public discourse. The American Institute for Media, Peace, and Security had noticed the intensifying network confrontation between the two sides even before the Russia-Georgia military conflict fully broke out. According to experts from the Lexington network security company, around July 20, large numbers of data packets bearing text such as “win+love+in+Russia” suddenly flooded Georgian government websites, paralyzing them completely. The website of the Georgian parliament was also hacked, with content replaced by pictures comparing President Saakashvili to Hitler, and the presidential website was completely paralyzed for 24 hours. After this, U.S. computer security experts stated that this large-scale network attack was organized and directed. When Russia’s military action against Georgia began in full, nearly all Georgian government websites were paralyzed by attacks, and Georgian media, communications, and transportation systems also fell into paralysis, directly affecting Georgia’s ability to mobilize its war-making capacity, especially its ability to coordinate through communications and transportation networks. Russian forces also dispatched fighter-bombers to destroy Georgian communications infrastructure, cutting off the channels through which the Georgian government and media could release information, weakening Georgia’s ability to influence world opinion. The American newspaper The Independent, in an August 17 article titled “In the Cyberwar Conducted Alongside the South Ossetia War,” commented that this South Ossetia conflict marked the first time cyberattacks had been coordinated with ground military action, and this even weakened part of the enemy’s morale. This bright spot in the Russia-Georgia conflict — its practical application of network warfare — foreshadows that under future informatized conditions of warfare, cyberspace will become a new battlefield in the contest of wits and strength between the two sides.

Overall, in this conflict, Russian forces swiftly defeated the Georgian forces — five army brigades trained and equipped to NATO standards with U.S. funding and support — which can be considered a resounding victory, and their conduct of operations contains much worth studying. But it also, to varying degrees, exposed a number of problems in Russian combat readiness and military development that deserve deep reflection and serve as a warning to us. First, there was a degree of complacency, and the losses exceeded expectations. In this conflict, Georgia’s total troop strength was less than 30,000, and although its overall strength was clearly inferior compared to the 100,000-plus troops of Russia’s North Caucasus Military District, Russian losses (64 killed, 370 wounded, the loss of 12 tanks and armored vehicles, five helicopters, and four combat aircraft, including a Tu-22MP reconnaissance aircraft converted from a strategic bomber) exceeded expectations by a considerable margin. At the start of the fighting, Russian forces even found themselves briefly caught passive. One reason was that Russian forces harbored a degree of complacency, believing that once its large forces arrived, dealing with a small, weak adversary like Georgia would certainly proceed like splitting bamboo. Military practice has once again proven that no matter how strong or weak an adversary may be, it should never be underestimated — complacency and underestimating the enemy are always one’s greatest foe. Because of this complacency, Russian forces were caught somewhat flat-footed at the outset. When the conflict broke out, President Medvedev was on vacation, and Prime Minister Putin was in Beijing attending the Olympic opening ceremony, which left Russian forces relatively slow to respond at the strategic level. By the time the Russian General Staff and the North Caucasus Military District had completed their combat preparations, the national leadership had still not issued orders to take countermeasures. During this window, Georgian forces had very nearly gained full control of the South Ossetian capital, Tskhinvali, and were rapidly advancing into the South Ossetian interior, calmly occupying favorable terrain, deploying ambush units, and laying mines along the strategic routes leading to Tskhinvali, inflicting considerable casualties on the Russian reinforcements that arrived afterward. Moreover, although Russian forces had, based on Georgia’s equipment and training, correctly anticipated the likely course of action Georgia would take upon entering South Ossetia, Russian forces had not anticipated that Georgian forces, equipped and trained to NATO standards, would adopt tactics identical to NATO’s own, treating the opening battle as though it were the decisive one, using saturation firepower from the very first wave of the attack. Moreover, for lack of precision-guided munitions, Georgian forces adopted a “scorched earth” approach, making dense use of rocket artillery and large-caliber guns in indiscriminate bombardment, with no regard whatsoever for civilian casualties. Russia, too, paid a corresponding price for this — even the commander of the reinforcing force, Lieutenant General Khruliov of the 58th Army, was wounded by shrapnel.

Second, intelligence warning was untimely, and forward units paid a heavy price as a result. Before the conflict, there had already been various signs indicating that Georgian forces were about to launch a large-scale offensive — for instance, beginning two days before the outbreak of the conflict, Georgian forces had already begun occupying favorable terrain to deploy firing positions, and Georgia’s heavy equipment had begun massing along the South Ossetian border. Such Georgian activity could not possibly have escaped the notice of Russian intelligence organs, yet Russian intelligence issued no warning. Even when the Russian peacekeeping battalion stationed in the buffer zone in South Ossetia suddenly and urgently withdrew from its positions back into Georgian territory — a highly abnormal move — none of Russia’s various intelligence organs issued any advance warning of it either. Although it is possible that Russia deliberately allowed Georgia to fire the first shot, holding back on purpose in order to seize the moral and public-opinion high ground before acting, the slow and delayed reconnaissance and warning at every level in the early stage of the conflict was, in truth, inexcusable. After the conflict broke out, Russian strategic reconnaissance, tactical reconnaissance, space-based reconnaissance, espionage-based reconnaissance, radio-electronic reconnaissance, aerial reconnaissance, and artillery reconnaissance all remained sluggish, and Russian forces knew very little, or in some cases nothing at all, about Georgian intentions and the movement routes of its units (including special reconnaissance units), the positions of its tank and artillery groups, ambush sites, and minefields. This blindness regarding Georgia’s air-defense system caused the Russian air force to suffer considerable losses. Before the war, Russian forces had no grasp at all of the equipment, positions, or deployment of Georgia’s air-defense units, and did not even know that Georgia had obtained S-200 air-defense missiles from Ukraine. It was precisely this oversight that directly resulted in the loss of four aircraft, including a Tu-22MP.

Third, the air force’s response was sluggish, and its decision-making showed clear errors. To be fair, the Russian air force played an important role in securing overall victory in the campaign, but its performance nonetheless left much to be desired. Its most conspicuous error was the ill-timed use, in a tactical operation, of the long-range aviation’s Tu-22MP strategic reconnaissance aircraft. In principle, every air operation should be prepared well in advance, first neutralizing the enemy’s ground air-defense systems and eliminating the threat from enemy fighters, but Russian Tu-22 reconnaissance aircraft blindly entered the combat zone without these conditions having been met — a genuine mistake. In the early stage of the conflict, the Russian air force’s response was rather sluggish; before orders came down from the leadership, the air force did nothing but wait passively, without dispatching air-liaison controllers to the ground forces or completing the necessary preparations for air-ground coordination. By the time the order arrived from Moscow, the 58th Army set out immediately, yet the 4th Air Army, tasked with providing support, had still not dispatched air-liaison controllers to the ground units. Because air-ground coordination had not been arranged in advance, the 58th Army’s forward detachment paid a certain price before finally reaching Tskhinvali, and the Russian peacekeeping forces holding out in Tskhinvali also failed to receive timely close air support.

Fourth, army aviation failed to play the role unique to it. The main reason for this lay in an organizational disconnect. During its 1998 reforms, Russia had separated army aviation from the ground forces and placed it directly under air force command — a structural change that severed the direct link between army aviation and ground units. Within the air force’s own command structure, moreover, there was a lack of specialists familiar with army-aviation combat operations. Combined with inadequate peacetime joint training, this made wartime command all the more difficult.

Fifth, the main combat equipment was outdated and backward, and the degree of informatization was low. As discussed earlier, in this conflict Russian forces had older equipment “carry the load” — a choice that reflected cost-effectiveness considerations, but to a great extent was also simply unavoidable. Ninety-five percent of the tanks, armored vehicles, and combat aircraft Russia committed to the fighting were already past their intended service life, and 15% of the combat vehicles were pulled from combat due to mechanical failure, with many tank radios unusable. Among the tanks the 58th Army committed to battle, T-62 and T-72 tanks produced by the Soviet Union 30 years earlier made up 60–75% of the total, and these were essentially lacking any night-fighting capability, and had neither navigation systems nor thermal-imaging sights or friend-or-foe identification systems. The communications equipment, satellite navigation systems, night-vision devices, and other military electronic equipment fielded by Russian units were, in some respects, even inferior to those of the Georgian forces. Russian communications were also plagued with problems — partly because of the complex mountainous terrain, and partly because Georgia’s electronic-warfare capability was superior to Russia’s own. In the course of the fighting, Georgian forces were often able to effectively jam Russian radio frequencies, while Russia’s own electronic-jamming equipment could do little to affect Georgian communications. To maintain contact between higher and lower echelons, many Russian commanders had no choice but to use their own personal mobile phones. Even the commander of the 58th Army, Lieutenant General Khruliov, was forced to borrow a satellite phone from a war correspondent in order to maintain communications. In sum, judging from the equipment fielded by the participating units, Russian forces had still not moved beyond the mechanized era, and in particular, their electronic-suppression capability was relatively weak, and their means of long-range precision strike were also inadequate. Deputy Chief of the General Staff Anatoly Nogovitsyn acknowledged that this military operation exposed the backwardness of Russia’s communications and command capabilities, and that its strategic mobility capacity still fell short — issues requiring earnest review and improvement.





Part Nine: Naval Battles




Chapter 81: The Battle of Lepanto

(October 7, 1571, 10:30 – 14:30)

The Battle of Lepanto was a great naval battle fought in the latter half of the fifteenth century between the Ottoman Turkish fleet and the fleet of the Holy League of Christian states. The battle began at 10:30 on the morning of October 7, 1571 and ended at 14:30, lasting four hours. This battle was the last naval battle fought between oar-powered warships, and it also marked the beginning of the age of sailing ships and naval artillery in the history of naval warfare. In this naval battle, the Holy League’s use of new technology and new equipment, and its innovations in operational forms and tactics, offer important inspiration to later generations.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

On May 29, 1453, the rapidly rising Ottoman Turkish Empire mobilized an army of 200,000 and 300 warships and, after a siege of 53 days, captured Constantinople, the capital of the Byzantine Empire, renaming it Istanbul. The fall of Constantinople marked both the end of the Byzantine Empire’s thousand-year rule and the rise of the Ottoman Turkish Empire. From this point on, the Turks controlled most of the Black Sea. In 1499, the Turkish navy dealt a heavy defeat to the Venetian navy near Cape Sapienza in the Peloponnese. In 1517, Turkey conquered Egypt. In 1525, Turkish naval forces entered the Red Sea and the Arabian Sea, and before long controlled the Persian Gulf. After 1529, Turkish forces attacked North Africa’s Algeria and Tripolitania, extending their coastal territory further and further along the southern shore of the Mediterranean. In 1537, they further occupied portions of southern Italy and Dalmatia, thereby building a vast empire spanning most of Southeastern Europe, the Aegean islands, Asia Minor, Syria, Egypt, and most of North Africa. After this, Turkish naval forces went to sea, damaging and seizing large numbers of merchant vessels in the Mediterranean, plundering and ravaging extensive coastal areas of Spain, France, and Italy, and became the dominant power of the Mediterranean.

The rapid expansion of the Ottoman Turkish Empire not only threatened the interests and security of the Mediterranean countries, but also directly heightened the conflict between the Islamic and Christian worlds. In 1570, the Ottoman Turks demanded that Venice cede Cyprus; Venice, feeling itself too weak to resist alone, appealed to the Christian nations for help. Pope Pius V threw his support behind the appeal. Spain, at the time the strongest power in the Mediterranean region, also recognized the necessity and importance of aiding Venice and joining forces to resist the Turks. Accordingly, under the sponsorship and encouragement of the Roman pope, the Western Christian nations temporarily set aside their mutual conflicts and disputes and formed a Holy League, in which Venice, Spain, Genoa, Malta, and other states participated, to jointly block the Turkish fleet at sea. Because the various participating states disagreed over the allocation of command authority, the League repeatedly revised its campaign plan and force deployment, and time slipped further and further away. It was not until July 1571, when the sailing season was already growing late, that the campaign plan was finally settled. The Holy League fleet set out from Messina in western Sicily on September 15, and reached the waters south of Cephalonia on September 25. Just before this, the Turkish fleet had once attempted to storm the island of Corfu but failed, and had by this time already withdrawn to the Gulf of Lepanto to rest and refit. The Holy League fleet followed close behind, waiting for the opportunity to strike a decisive blow against the Turkish fleet.

The Holy League’s plan of operations: the League’s supreme commander, Don Juan of Austria, having analyzed and judged the state of the battlefield, believed that the Turkish fleet was anchored in the Gulf of Lepanto, whose mouth was narrow, making it difficult for the enemy to break out once League forces had sealed the mouth of the gulf. The Turkish fleet had also only just suffered a defeat at Cephalonia, leaving its morale low. By comparison, although there were serious internal disputes within the League, its forces were able to set aside their differences and stand united when facing the Turks. Don Juan resolved to seize this favorable opportunity, and to concentrate his full strength to press northward in pursuit, while at the same time using every means available to lure the Turkish fleet out to fight, so as to destroy it in a single decisive engagement. In order to coordinate the operations of the various allied contingents and avoid each nation’s forces fighting independently on their own, Don Juan reorganized the participating officers and men from the various countries, breaking up their original unit structures and mixing them together into newly formed units. At the same time, in order to demonstrate the unity of the allied nations, the flagships of the three main commanders of the combined fleet were all positioned in the center of the formation.

Order of Battle of the Holy League Fleet









	Division
	Commander
	Force Composition





	Center Squadron
	Don Juan
	64 large oared galleys, 2 scout ships



	Left Wing Squadron
	Agostino Barbarigo
	53 large oared galleys, 2 scout ships



	Right Wing Squadron
	Giovanni Andrea Doria
	54 large oared galleys, 2 scout ships



	Vanguard Squadron
	Juan de Cardona
	8 large oared galleys



	Rearguard Squadron
	Álvaro de Bazán
	30 large oared galleys





The whole fleet was divided into five squadrons — center, left wing, right wing, vanguard, and rearguard — deployed in a broad line of battle running north to south across the strait between Cape Scropha and Cape Skrofa, spanning some 6,000 meters in width. Of these, the allied commander-in-chief Don Juan personally commanded the center squadron, comprising 64 large oared galleys, adjoining Cape Skrofa to the north; Barbarigo commanded the left wing squadron, comprising 53 large oared galleys, extending to Petala Bay to the south; Doria commanded the right wing squadron, comprising 54 large oared galleys; de Cardona commanded the vanguard squadron, comprising 8 large oared galleys; and de Bazán commanded the rearguard squadron, comprising 30 large oared galleys. In addition, each of the four main squadrons was assigned two powerful scout ships, while the heavy sailing warships and some smaller vessels, being too slow, were not able to join the front-line order of battle.

The Ottoman Turkish plan of operations: upon learning of the movements of the League fleet, the Turkish Sultan (the Ottoman Turks’ supreme ruler) ordered his fleet commander to adopt an offensive posture. Originally hoping to rely on the shelter of the Lepanto stronghold to fight a decisive engagement, Ali Pasha had no choice but to order his fleet to leave Lepanto on the morning of October 6, advancing westward some 15 nautical miles before anchoring offshore, and forming a huge crescent, with its two sharp tips pointing toward Cape Skrofa and Cape Petala respectively, ready at any moment to meet the League fleet in battle. The right wing (hugging the northern shore) was commanded by Shuluch Mehmed Pasha, comprising 54 large oared galleys and 2 small vessels; Ali Pasha himself commanded the center, comprising 78 large oared galleys and 8 raiding vessels; the left wing (hugging the southern shore) was commanded by Uluç Ali, comprising 61 large oared galleys and 32 small vessels; behind them was the reserve, comprising 8 large oared galleys and 21 small vessels.

Order of Battle of the Ottoman Turkish Fleet









	Division
	Commander
	Force Composition





	Center Squadron
	Ali Pasha
	78 large oared galleys, 8 raiding vessels



	Left Wing Squadron
	Uluç Ali
	61 large oared galleys, 32 small vessels



	Right Wing Squadron
	Shuluch Mehmed Pasha
	54 large oared galleys, 2 small vessels



	Reserve
	Cruz
	8 large oared galleys, 21 small vessels





Comparison of the Two Sides’ Forces at the Battle of Lepanto




	Category
	Holy League
	Ottoman Turks
	Force Ratio





	Large oared galleys
	208
	201
	1.03:1



	Small warships
	76 (did not take part)
	55
	0:55



	Other warships
	32 (26 did not take part)
	8
	0.75:1



	Personnel
	84,000
	88,000
	0.95:1





Comparison of the two sides’ forces: in this battle, the Holy League fleet committed a total of 316 vessels, with 84,000 officers and men. It should be noted that 26 heavy sailing warships and 76 small warships failed to reach the battlefield in time to take part in the fighting, so the League fleet’s actual committed strength was 214 vessels. The Ottoman Turkish fleet committed a total of 264 vessels, with 88,000 officers and men.




II. Course of the Battle


(1) The Fighting in the North

Because the League fleet’s left wing squadron and the Turkish fleet’s right wing squadron had set out at some distance apart from the rest of their respective forces, they were the first to encounter one another, and so the battle first broke out in the north, near the Skrofa coast. At 10:30, just as the Turkish right wing had sailed within firing range of the League’s left wing, the League’s scout ships immediately opened fire, and their dense, ferocious artillery fire left the Turkish forces utterly unable to respond, and the Turkish right wing squadron began to fall into confusion. However, the Turkish forces were extremely familiar with the shallow reefs and coastline near Lepanto, and knew well that the League’s scout ships, with their deeper draft, would have difficulty entering the shallower coastal waters. Accordingly, Shuluch Mehmed Pasha ordered his ships to hug the coast as they advanced, in order to escape the League scout ships’ powerful firepower in the shallow coastal waters, while attempting to swing around behind the League’s rear to launch a surprise attack. However, seeing through the Turkish intentions, Barbarigo, commanding the League’s left wing, decisively ordered part of his squadron to risk entering the shallow waters to block the Turkish advance. Except for seven Turkish vessels that managed to slip through the gap between the League fleet’s line and the coast, all the rest were blocked. The two fleets’ vessels became locked in a chaotic melee, with cannon fire roaring and arrows flying like rain, and the fighting grew extremely intense.

Under the command of Contarini, the right wing of Barbarigo’s squadron seized the moment when the Turkish squadron’s left wing was attempting to follow its own line of advance, adjusted its own forces’ movements, and, like a closing door, struck the Turkish force in the back.

At the same time, Barbarigo’s flagship became locked together with five Turkish vessels. Barbarigo himself was seriously wounded in the eye and was forced to leave his command post, causing temporary confusion within the League’s left wing. His nephew, Marco Contarini, rushed to take over command but was likewise struck down by cannon fire. Finally, Federico Nani took over command authority, stabilizing the morale of the troops and the battle line, and, working together with Contarini, drove the entire Turkish right wing squadron toward the shore. The Turkish forces were forced to abandon their ships and flee ashore; the last of them, Shuluch Mehmed Pasha, was seriously wounded while being pursued by the League forces and was also taken prisoner. The fighting in the north thus ended in a complete League victory.



(2) The Fighting in the Center

Not long after the fighting began in the north, intense combat also erupted between the two sides’ central squadrons, breaking out at 11:00. At the front of the League’s central squadron, its two scout ships made full use of their firepower advantage, disrupting the Turkish fleet’s formation into a number of scattered clusters. Turkish soldiers rowed desperately to escape the League’s powerful firepower suppression, drawing close to the League’s central squadron for close combat. Under Don Juan’s command, the League flagship maintained a rhythm of drumbeats, holding a tight formation, and, undaunted by the intense Turkish artillery fire, advanced slowly forward. Soon after, the two fleets’ warships closed with one another, and close combat centered on the flagships began.

Ali Pasha first ordered his own flagship to ram Don Juan’s flagship, the “Real”; the spurs of the two ships’ bows locked together, tangling their rigging. Four hundred elite Turkish troops boarded the “Real” with great fervor, but were immediately met by 300 arquebusiers aboard the “Real.” After bitter fighting, Ali brought up reinforcements and launched a second assault. After a hard struggle, the League forces once more repelled the Turkish advance. Other League vessels sent reinforcing troops to the “Real” in succession, to make up for the heavy losses sustained over the prolonged engagement. After receiving these reinforcements, Ali’s flagship launched two more counterattacks, but was likewise repelled by League forces both times.

At this point, the League commander Colonna directed his own flagship to close with Ali’s flagship, and ordered his arquebusiers to sweep the deck of the Turkish flagship with concentrated fire, killing large numbers of Turkish soldiers. The League commander-in-chief, Don Juan, seized this moment to hold the line and launch a third counterattack. Suddenly, the Turkish commander Ali Pasha was struck down and killed; upon hearing news of their commander’s death, the Turkish forces’ morale collapsed, while the League forces fought with ever-greater ferocity, and finally captured the Turkish flagship. With this, the fighting in the center came to an end, and the Turkish central squadron was wiped out entirely.



(3) The Fighting in the South

In the southern waters, the Turkish left wing squadron, comprising 93 warships under the command of Uluç Ali, advanced southward, attempting to swing around south of the League’s right wing squadron and come around behind its flank and rear. Because his own squadron’s number of warships fell short of the Turkish force, Doria, in order to avoid being encircled by the Turkish forces, likewise led his own ships southward, with the result that the gap between the League’s right wing squadron and its central squadron grew wider and wider. Because the League’s central squadron was, at that very moment, locked in bitter fighting, it had no strength to spare to close this gap. Uluç Ali immediately seized this excellent opportunity, halted his southward swing, reversed course, and accelerated his advance to strike through the gap, driving directly at the right flank of the League’s central squadron, which was held by Bazán. Bazán was unable to hold against the assault, and was routed by the Turkish forces.

Having seized Bazán’s flagship, Uluç Ali continued his attack on the central squadron. The League vanguard squadron’s commander, de Cardona, hastily led his eight warships to reinforce Bazán, but was immediately met by an encirclement from 16 Turkish warships. After fierce fighting, de Cardona himself was seriously wounded, and most of his own force’s ships were either damaged or destroyed. Other League vessels suffered even greater losses. At this point, Doria, having realized his own grave error in swinging too far south, urgently turned his ships back north and rushed to render assistance. The League rearguard squadron’s commander, Álvaro de Bazán (a different figure of the same family name, commanding the League’s reserve), having already secured victory in the fighting in the center, dispatched 12 warships in haste to join the battle. Seeing this development, Uluç Ali, sensing that the situation had turned unfavorable, gathered his remaining 13 warships and withdrew toward Santa Maura. As night fell, he reached Preveza, where he gathered together the remaining 35 vessels of his force and returned to the Gulf of Lepanto. Don Juan at first wished to pursue and strike the Turkish forces, but ultimately, owing to weather conditions, was forced to abandon the pursuit, and led his own fleet into the port of Petala to shelter from the weather. With this, the Battle of Lepanto came to an end.

In this naval battle, the Turkish fleet suffered 38,000 casualties, lost 113 warships, and had 117 more captured. The League fleet suffered 15,000 casualties, lost 12 warships, and had 1 captured, achieving a decisive victory.





III. Analysis

The Battle of Lepanto was the last great naval battle fought between oar-powered warships, and it occupies an extremely important place in the history of ancient naval warfare in the world. Its significance lies not only in the fact that it cost the Ottoman Turkish Empire its position of maritime supremacy in the Mediterranean, but also in that it opened a new era of naval warfare centered on sail power and shipboard artillery as the primary means of attack. This battle offers important inspiration for later generations in its use of new technology and new equipment, its innovations in operational forms, and its tactical methods.


(1) Turkey neglected the development of naval equipment technology, leading to a disastrous defeat despite superiority in numbers

Although the Turkish fleet held an advantage in numbers, compared with the League fleet, its warships were markedly inferior in equipment technology. First, the League fleet’s warships — particularly its large oared galleys — had thicker hull-side armor, and their crews enjoyed better protective conditions. Second, the League fleet’s warships were equipped with more artillery pieces, with the two sides’ overall ratio of guns standing at 5:3. Third, of the Turkish fleet’s 264 warships, 50 to 60 were combat-weak flat-bottomed small boats, with light hulls, small displacement, and shallow draft, ill-suited to withstanding the shock of collision or ramming attacks from the League’s tall-sided, spur-equipped large oared galleys. Fourth, the League fleet was equipped with powerfully armed scout ships, each mounting between 50 and 70 guns on its forward gun deck, along with four heavily armored galleys providing additional cover. Such vessels carried three tiers of guns, and a single ship could match the firepower of ten ordinary warships. Although the League possessed only six such warships, their formidable firepower nevertheless posed an enormous threat to the Turkish fleet. This gap in equipment technology left the Turkish fleet at an actual disadvantage in the fighting, and was a major factor in its ultimate defeat.



(2) The League’s commander displayed superb organizational and command skill, ensuring the unified action of his forces and thereby winning victory despite an inferior position

The League fleet’s commander-in-chief, Don Juan, was only 26 years old at the time, but he was fair-minded and impartial in his conduct of affairs, and was good at listening to differing views from all sides — a quality that won him the respect of the commanders of the various allied nations, allowing him to quickly weld together what had been a fleet as loose and scattered as sand into a unified force. More importantly, Don Juan possessed outstanding organizational and command ability, together with rich combat experience. At the time the Turkish fleet had seized Cyprus, the whole of the European continent lived under the threat of the Ottoman Turkish Empire. Resisting the enemy, saving their nations, religion, states, and city-states had already become the greatest common interest of the countries of Europe, and Don Juan firmly seized upon this point. Appointed as commander-in-chief of the League forces, he broke up the original unit structures of the participating officers and men from each country and reorganized them into mixed units, bringing everyone together around the overriding goal of resisting the enemy — a move that further strengthened unity and avoided the various national contingents fighting each on their own. In addition, in order to raise his fleet’s combat capability as quickly as possible, he rationally formulated his plan of operations, reformed the command structure, and reformed his equipment, with a strict and thunderous style that quickly gave this allied fleet an entirely new look. Before the battle, in order to raise morale, he ordered the shackles struck off all the galley slaves and had them armed, telling them that if they fought bravely, they would win their freedom. During the course of the battle, based on the terrain features of the Gulf of Lepanto and its surrounding waters, Don Juan divided his fleet into three main squadrons — left, center, and right — and additionally dispatched a scouting-and-search vanguard squadron, and arranged a rearguard squadron for mobile use, deployed in a broad line of battle some 6,000 meters wide, between Cape Skrofa and Cape Petala, with the left wing adjoining the Skrofa coast to the north, and the right wing extending to Petala Bay to the south. This kind of operational deployment gave the League fleet strong offensive and defensive capability, whether at the front or on its flanks. It can thus be seen that a considerable part of the League fleet’s victory can be attributed to Don Juan’s outstanding organizational and command ability and his scientifically sound operational deployment.



(3) The League actively adapted to changes in equipment, took the initiative in improving its combat methods, and was able to fully exploit its equipment advantage to defeat the enemy

For close to a thousand years, naval warfare had mainly relied on grappling and boarding combat as the traditional operational form, and the commanders of both the League and Turkish fleets were accustomed to this traditional operational form. But the League fleet’s commander built his approach on the changes taking place in the development of equipment, ordering his ships to carry as much artillery and firearms as possible, and resolutely deciding to remove the long bow-spurs from his large oared galleys, in order to give full play to firepower and reduce the impact of ramming attacks. Building on this reform, Don Juan further refined his tactics, changing from grappling combat to gunnery combat, deploying his three main squadrons’ scout ships in front, causing the Turkish fleet to be caught utterly off-guard and thrown into disarray by fierce artillery fire the moment battle was joined.



(4) Shortcomings in command and tactics led both sides to suffer unnecessary losses in the course of the battle

Before the great battle began, the Turkish fleet was anchored in the shelter of the Lepanto naval stronghold, holding an active strategic advantage. But in order to display before the supreme sultan and the peoples of Europe the bravery and invincibility of the Turkish forces, the fleet commander Ali Pasha ordered his fleet to leave the Lepanto stronghold and sail westward some 15 nautical miles before anchoring offshore, forming a huge crescent, with its two sharp tips pointing toward Cape Skrofa and Cape Petala respectively, and deployed his forces in a battle formation from there. This meant that the technologically inferior Turkish fleet directly confronted the more powerful, better-equipped League fleet’s firepower in open water with no fortifications to shelter behind — no different from “attacking with one’s own weakness against the enemy’s strength.”

Grave errors also occurred in the course of the League fleet’s operations in the southern sector. Doria, worried by the disparity in the number of warships compared with the Turkish forces and fearful of being encircled by them, rashly ordered his flagship squadron to turn south, with the result that he became separated from the central squadron, allowing the Turkish forces to exploit the gap, causing severe losses to the right flank of the central squadron; it was only after the vanguard squadron fought a desperate, bloody battle that the safety of the central squadron was finally secured. As the League’s right wing squadron commander, Doria’s task was not merely to secure the safety of the right wing, but — more importantly — to maintain the stability of the entire line and to support and safeguard the central squadron’s decisive engagement. Yet in order to secure the safety of his own force, he made an incorrect judgment of the tactical situation and lost his composure in command, throwing the entire formation into passivity, causing the whole battle line to become unstable, and very nearly bringing about defeat.





Chapter 82: The Sino-Japanese Naval War

(July 25, 1894 – February 17, 1895)

The Sino-Japanese Naval War refers to the various naval engagements fought between the Chinese and Japanese navies during the First Sino-Japanese War of 1894–1895. The naval war began on July 25, 1894 and ended on February 17, 1895, lasting seven months. In this naval war, the Beiyang Fleet, which the Qing government had painstakingly built up over many years, was utterly annihilated and never recovered, while Japan achieved everything it had set out to accomplish, gaining considerable profit from the war, and thereafter steadily embarked on the road of foreign aggression and expansion. The Sino-Japanese Naval War was the largest in scale, the costliest in losses, and the most far-reaching in impact among the wars of resistance against foreign maritime aggression in China’s modern history, and it also holds an important place in the history of world naval warfare.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

In 1868, after Japan carried out the Meiji Restoration, it stepped up its military preparations and rapidly embarked on the road of militarism, formulating its “Continental Policy” of aggression against Korea and China. In 1874, using the murder of Ryukyuan castaways in Taiwan as a pretext, Japan dispatched more than 3,000 troops who, under the cover of the warships Ryujo, Nisshin, and Tsukuba, landed on Taiwan, and savagely massacred the Gaoshan (Formosan aboriginal) people. Thanks to the resolute resistance of the Chinese people, and because a plague broke out among the invading Japanese troops, Japan was forced to withdraw. After the Qing government paid Japan an indemnity of 500,000 taels of silver, Japan tasted its first success. In 1875, Japan’s warship Unyo intruded into Korean waters to provoke a confrontation, and the following year forced Korea to sign the Treaty of Ganghwa. In 1879, Japan formally annexed the Ryukyu Kingdom, which had long been a tributary state of China. In 1882 and 1884, Japan twice instigated coups in Korea and dispatched troops there. In 1887, having gathered extensive intelligence on China through espionage, Japan formulated its “Policy for Conquering China.” In order to realize its ambition of invading China, Japan placed great emphasis on developing its armed forces, particularly its navy. By the eve of the Sino-Japanese War, Japan’s naval strength already surpassed that of China.

The Qing government had, for some time, been aware of Japan’s ambitions of aggression. Li Hongzhang, the Viceroy of Zhili, had once pointed out that Japan would become China’s “greatest calamity in the coming decade.” After Japan’s invasion of China in 1874, and particularly after the Sino-French War, the Qing government stepped up its coastal-defense construction, establishing the Northern Ocean (Beiyang) naval defenses at Tianjin, with Japan as its main object of defense. In 1888, the Beiyang Fleet was formally established, and by the eve of the Sino-Japanese War, the Beiyang Fleet had built three major naval bases at Dagukou, Weihaiwei (present-day Weihai, Shandong), and Lüshun (present-day part of Dalian, Liaoning).

The Japanese Army-Navy plan of operations: on June 17, 1894, at an imperial council held before the Japanese emperor, it was decided to launch war against China, and a “Grand Strategy for Coordinated Army-Navy Operations” was determined. Its strategic objective was to decisively engage and defeat the Qing navy in the waters of the Bohai Gulf and on the North China Plain (approximately the area north of the Yellow River), forcing the Qing government to capitulate. Whether or not this objective could be achieved was believed to hinge on the outcome of the naval war. For this reason, two phases of operational planning were drawn up: first, land forces would advance into Korea to draw off and pin down the Qing forces, while the navy sought an opportunity to engage the main strength of the Chinese navy in decisive battle and rapidly seize command of the sea over the Yellow Sea. Subsequent operations would then be determined according to the outcome of the naval campaign: if the navy prevailed and gained command over the sea in the Bohai Gulf, the army would then land directly at the Bohai Gulf, striking straight at the Zhili Plain; if the outcome of the naval decisive battle remained undetermined, then the fleet would control the waters of the Korea Strait, assisting the army in fully occupying Korea; if the naval forces were defeated and command of the sea remained with China, then the army would carry out a strategic defense on the Japanese mainland, while the navy would defend the coasts of the Japanese home islands, with the aim of securing the first-stage strategic objective.

The Chinese armed forces’ plan of operations: before the outbreak of the war, the Qing government had no clear strategic direction or plan of operations. Because the ruling government was internally divided between the war and peace factions, mutually restraining and undermining one another, no dedicated command organ for the conduct of the war was established, and there was no unified strategic guidance for the war as a whole. At first, hope was placed on “mediation” from Russia, Britain, and other powers, and once the war had already broken out on both land and sea, orders were issued to the Viceroy of Zhili, Li Hongzhang, to “urgently dispatch out-of-province forces, advance rapidly to relieve and pursue the enemy, wherever the wily Japanese ships arrive by land or by sea, meet them head-on with a stinging blow, and annihilate them entirely.” In practice, this amounted to adopting a strategy of coastal defense against the sea, with troops stationed to guard the approaches. Accordingly, the Qing court decided to reinforce its land forces, first concentrating them at Pyongyang, then advancing south to drive out the Japanese army from Korea; naval forces would be assigned each to their own defense sector, with the Beiyang Fleet concentrated in the northern part of the Yellow Sea, guarding the entrance to the Bohai Gulf to protect the safety of the capital region, and coordinating with the Qing forces in Korea.

Comparison of the two sides’ forces: by the time the Sino-Japanese Naval War began, the Japanese navy already possessed three new-model coastal-defense ships (each with a displacement of 4,278 tons), 18 cruisers, and 7 gunboats, along with fewer than 31 other vessels of various types, plus 24 torpedo boats, with a combined displacement of nearly 60,000 tons. Most of Japan’s warships were newly built, and while individual vessel tonnage was smaller, their speed was fast and their gun calibers relatively small; apart from the three ships Itsukushima, Matsushima, and Hashidate, each fitted with one 320mm heavy gun, the rest were mostly medium-caliber guns of 120–150mm, but many were quick-firing guns. The Japanese navy placed great emphasis on personnel training, having sent 171 officers abroad for study over the years, with senior admirals such as Heihachiro Togo and Sanzo Tsuboi having studied in Britain and the United States, and its officers and men had undergone rigorous training and possessed a strong bushido spirit. Furthermore, Japan had achieved complete separation of naval administration from naval command, forming a unified, centralized command structure for its armed forces. China’s navy, by contrast, was organized into four fleets — the Beiyang (Northern), Nanyang (Southern), Fujian, and Guangdong fleets — with 78 warships and more than 34 torpedo boats in total, and a combined displacement of about 80,000 tons, of which the Beiyang Fleet possessed 25 large and small warships, with a total displacement of about 40,000 tons and 4,000 officers and men. China’s warships generally had greater displacement, thicker armor, and were older, with slower speeds; most of their guns were in the range of 150–210mm, and although the main guns of the “Dingyuan” and “Zhenyuan” reached 305mm, the number of guns per ship was smaller, and ammunition was in short supply, with a lack of new-model firearms. China’s navy had also sent more than 20 personnel to study in Britain, France, Germany, and elsewhere, and many Beiyang naval officers had studied in Europe, but the overall quality of the officers and men was not high. The fleet commander-in-chief, Ding Ruchang, had risen from the army, and knew very little of naval theory and strategic-tactical thinking; the navy’s command and leadership structure was not unified, with real power held in the hands of the various regional governors-general.

Comparison of Chinese and Japanese Naval Strength Before the Sino-Japanese Naval War















	Country
	Number of Ships
	Total Displacement
	Average Displacement
	Total Horsepower
	Average Horsepower
	Average Speed
	Number of Guns
	Torpedo Tubes





	China
	25
	41,200
	1,648
	56,060
	2,242
	12.4
	285
	39



	Japan
	28
	59,898
	2,139
	95,316
	3,404
	14.3
	370
	38



	Difference
	-3
	-18,698
	-419
	-39,256
	-1,162
	-1.9
	-85
	+1








II. Course of the Battle

In early 1894, the Donghak Peasant Uprising broke out in Korea, and the Korean government, unable to suppress it, requested that the Qing government send troops to help. On June 4, the Beiyang Fleet’s warships “Jiyuan,” “Yangwei,” and “Pingyuan” entered the port of Incheon. On June 6, the first contingent of Chinese land forces also reached Korea. Seeing that China had dispatched troops to Korea, Japan judged the moment had come, and resolved to go to war with China, using China’s entry of troops into Korea as a pretext to send in reinforcements of its own in succession. By the end of June, Japan already had 10,000 troops and 8 warships in Korea, considerably outnumbering the Qing forces there. After the Donghak uprising was suppressed, the Qing government repeatedly proposed to the Japanese government that both sides withdraw their troops from Korea. However, Japan refused, and continued to reinforce its troops in Korea. On July 19, the Japanese navy formed a combined fleet, which then set out for Korean waters, ready to seek battle with the Chinese navy. Under pressure from domestic public opinion, the Qing government had no choice but to send reinforcements to Korea.


(1) The Opening Battle at Pungdo (July 25, 1894)

On July 21, the Qing government dispatched three Beiyang naval warships — “Jiyuan,” “Guangyi,” and “Weiyuan” — from Weihaiwei, under the overall command of the “Jiyuan,” escorting the chartered vessels “Ai Ren,” “Fei Jing,” and “Gao Sheng” — three British merchant ships — carrying 2,500 troops and reinforcements from Dagukou to Yashan (Asan) to reinforce the Qing forces there. Also accompanying them was the transport vessel “Cao Jiang,” carrying silver and munitions. Upon receiving this intelligence, the Japanese navy urgently mobilized, intending to intercept the Chinese troop transports en route. On the 24th, the “Ai Ren” and “Fei Jing” completed unloading their combined 1,300 troops at Yashan. That same day around noon, the “Weiyuan” set off for Incheon to send a telegram before returning to Yashan, bringing back news that Japanese warships might be coming to attack. At 23:00 that night, the “Jiyuan” and “Guangyi” set sail from Yashan. At 4:00 on the morning of the 25th, the two ships sailed toward waters near the Korean peninsula (southwest of Incheon), and at 7:30, both ships suddenly discovered the Japanese navy’s 1st Flying Squadron, commanded by Rear Admiral Tsuboi Kozo, comprising three fast cruisers — “Yoshino,” “Naniwa,” and “Akitsushima” — searching from south to north. In order to occupy a favorable position, Tsuboi ordered his ships to turn hard to starboard. Seeing the Japanese ships turn away, the “Jiyuan” and “Guangyi” believed they did not intend to provoke a confrontation, and continued on their original course. As the Qing warships sailed along the southern side of the peninsula into more open waters, the Japanese ships suddenly reversed course westward to intercept the Chinese vessels. At 7:52, when the two sides’ warships had closed to within two nautical miles, the flagship of the Japanese 1st Flying Squadron, the “Yoshino,” was the first to open fire from its port-side guns at the leading Chinese vessel, the “Jiyuan,” and the “Naniwa” and “Akitsushima” likewise began firing on the “Jiyuan,” and the “Jiyuan” and “Guangyi” were forced to fire back in self-defense, and thus began the Battle of Pungdo.

Despite being at an overwhelming disadvantage, the officers and men of the Chinese navy at first fought back bravely. The “Jiyuan,” having repeatedly struck the “Yoshino” and “Naniwa” with its artillery fire, itself sustained heavy damage, with the deputy captain, Shen Shouchang, and the second officer, Ke Jianzhang, and 13 others killed, and 27 wounded; the forward gun could no longer be used, and the ship could only continue to fight with its rear gun as it withdrew westward. The “Yoshino” and the other Japanese ships pursued it madly. The “Guangyi,” not long after engaging the enemy, ran aground due to the damage it sustained while withdrawing along the west coast of Korea; more than 70 officers and men aboard, led by Lin Guoxiang, blew up the ship themselves and abandoned it, and were captured by the Japanese army during their retreat.

Just as the “Jiyuan” and “Guangyi” were engaged in combat with the Japanese warships, the transport ship “Gao Sheng” and the “Cao Jiang” arrived in the waters off Pungdo. Upon discovering them, the Japanese ships immediately adjusted their deployment: the “Yoshino” continued its pursuit of the “Jiyuan”; the “Akitsushima,” which had originally been pursuing the “Guangyi,” intercepted the “Cao Jiang”; and the “Naniwa” was assigned to deal with the “Gao Sheng.” When the “Yoshino” closed to within 2,500 meters of the “Jiyuan,” Captain Fang Boqian hoisted the white flag to surrender, but the “Yoshino” continued its pursuit relentlessly. Sailors Wang Guocheng and Li Shimao took over the stern gun, firing four rounds and scoring three hits on the enemy — the “Yoshino,” having sustained damage, turned away and withdrew. Fang Boqian took this opportunity to abandon the “Cao Jiang” and “Gao Sheng” to their fate, and fled alone to Lüshun.

Comparison of Chinese and Japanese Naval Forces at the Battle of Pungdo














	Formation
	Ship Name
	Ship Type
	Hull Material
	Displacement (tons)
	Speed (knots)
	Guns
	Torpedo Tubes





	Beiyang Escort Fleet
	Jiyuan
	Cruiser
	Steel
	2,300
	15.0
	18
	4



	
	Guangyi
	Cruiser
	Composite steel hull
	1,030
	17.0
	11
	3



	
	Cao Jiang
	Transport
	Wood
	900
	9.0
	5
	0



	Japan’s 1st Flying Squadron
	Yoshino
	Cruiser
	Steel
	4,267
	23.0
	34
	5



	
	Akitsushima
	Cruiser
	Steel
	3,150
	19.0
	22
	4



	
	Naniwa
	Cruiser
	Steel
	3,709
	19.0
	24
	4





The “Cao Jiang,” upon receiving the “Jiyuan’s” signal reading “I have already engaged the enemy, you should turn back,” immediately reversed course and headed west, but at 11:37 was overtaken by the “Akitsushima,” and hoisted the white flag in surrender; 83 officers and men, along with the ship itself, were captured by the Japanese navy.

The transport vessel “Gao Sheng,” flying the British flag, was approached by the “Naniwa,” which came alongside it and advanced slowly toward Yashan. The “Naniwa” demanded that the “Gao Sheng” anchor and, in defiance of international law, boarded and inspected it, discovering that it was carrying Qing troops, and ordered the “Gao Sheng” to follow the Japanese warship. The British captain was prepared to comply, but the Qing officers aboard declared they would rather die than surrender. The “Gao Sheng’s” captain relayed the Qing officers’ intention to the Japanese side, explaining that: since the “Gao Sheng” was a British ship, and China and Japan had not yet formally gone to war when it set sail, and it was a time of peace, it should be reasonable to allow the ship to return to its original port of departure — a request that was, moreover, entirely consistent with international law even had the two countries already been at war. The captain of the “Naniwa,” Togo Heihachiro, in flagrant disregard of international law, gave the order to attack. At a distance of 105 meters from the “Gao Sheng,” the “Naniwa” first fired a torpedo from its starboard tube at the “Gao Sheng,” and simultaneously opened fire with its six starboard guns as well. The “Gao Sheng’s” coal bunker and boilers exploded in succession, and the ship began to list, with its stern sinking first. At 13:30, the “Gao Sheng” sank amid the waves off Pungdo, and more than 800 officers and men aboard perished.

After the Battle of Pungdo, the Japanese navy had essentially cut off the sea route linking the Qing forces at Yashan with the Chinese mainland, forcing the Qing troops at Yashan to withdraw further. The Battle of Pungdo marked the opening prelude to the First Sino-Japanese War, and on August 1, the governments of China and Japan formally declared war on each other.



(2) The Fierce Battle in the Yellow Sea (September 17, 1894)

Once the Sino-Japanese War began, fighting rapidly unfolded across both the land theater (the Korean peninsula) and the sea theater. At the same time, Japanese land forces launched an offensive against the Qing forces at Yashan; unable to withstand the Japanese assault, the Qing forces retreated and held out at Pyongyang. In August, the Japanese combined fleet sailed to the northern part of the Yellow Sea, watching for an opportunity to attack the Chinese fleet and cut off China’s ability to transport reinforcements to Korea by sea. On September 16, the Chinese Beiyang Fleet, under the command of Admiral Ding Ruchang, escorted the main force of army transport vessels to the mouth of the Dayang River on the Yalu River, where the reinforcements disembarked.

Having learned of the Beiyang Fleet’s escort movements, the Japanese combined fleet, which had long sought a decisive naval battle with the Beiyang Fleet, and was commanded by Admiral Ito Sukeyuki, leading his main force (comprising the “Matsushima,” “Chiyoda,” “Itsukushima,” “Hashidate,” “Hiei,” “Fuso,” “Saikyo Maru,” and “Akagi” — eight ships, with the “Matsushima” as the combined fleet’s flagship) and the 1st Flying Squadron (comprising the “Yoshino,” “Takachiho,” “Akitsushima,” and “Naniwa” — four ships, under the command of Rear Admiral Tsuboi Kozo, with the “Yoshino” as the 1st Flying Squadron’s flagship), totaling 12 warships, set out from the port of Incheon on September 14, and, on the afternoon of the 16th, headed toward the waters north of the Yellow Sea near the Yalu River estuary. On the 17th, the Beiyang Fleet’s various ships prepared to return from Dadonggou.

At around 11:00 on the 17th, the Chinese and Japanese fleets sighted one another, and each side ordered its ships to prepare for engagement. Ding Ruchang issued orders to all ships, reaffirming that they should act according to the previously established three principles: pairs of ships or opposing formations should support and rely on one another; and the whole fleet should maneuver in accordance with the flagship’s movements, presenting the bow to the enemy. All ships formed a “wedge-shaped wild-goose formation” (a horizontal line): the ironclads “Dingyuan” and “Zhenyuan” were in the center; on the left flank, in succession, were the cruisers “Jingyuan” (靖远), “Zhiyuan,” “Guangjia,” and “Jiyuan”; on the right flank, in succession, were the cruisers “Laiyuan,” “Jingyuan” (经远, a different ship of a similarly-sounding name), “Chaoyong,” and “Yangwei.” Because the various ships’ speeds differed, in the course of forming up, the line in practice took the shape of an irregular horizontal arc, with the “Dingyuan” and “Zhenyuan” projecting forward at the point. The cruisers “Pingyuan” and “Guangbing,” along with two torpedo boats (“Fulong” and “Zuoyi”), were located at the mouth of the Dadonggou anchorage, having not yet joined the fleet’s forward line, and did not take part in the initial engagement. The gunboats “Zhennan” and “Zhenzhong,” along with two other torpedo boats, had gone to escort the army’s landing at Dadonggou and likewise did not take part in the fighting. When the Japanese combined fleet formed its line for battle, it arranged its 1st Flying Squadron’s four ships in the lead, with its main force’s six ships following behind, while the “Saikyo Maru” and “Akagi” were positioned to the rear-left of the main force (outside the line of battle).

At 12:50 noon, when the two fleets’ distance had closed to more than 5,000 meters, the Beiyang Fleet’s flagship “Dingyuan” was the first to open fire, and the Battle of the Yellow Sea began. As the battle opened, the Japanese 1st Flying Squadron’s four cruisers slightly veered left and, together, launched a fierce assault on the Beiyang Fleet’s right flank; the “Chaoyong” and “Yangwei” were struck in succession and caught fire, sinking within half an hour. The Japanese ship “Yoshino” was also hit while turning. At this point, the main force of the Japanese combined fleet, following close behind, had just arrived in front of the Beiyang Fleet; the Beiyang Fleet’s various ships rapidly adjusted their formation, concentrating their main guns’ fire, and fighting grew fierce on both sides. In the course of the battle, the Beiyang flagship “Dingyuan’s” flying bridge was struck and destroyed, and the fleet’s admiral, Ding Ruchang, was wounded; Liu Buchan, a right-flank brigade general concurrently serving as captain of the “Dingyuan,” took over command of the ship. Not long after, the “Dingyuan’s” signal-flag apparatus was destroyed by Japanese gunfire, and the Beiyang Fleet thereafter lost unified battlefield command.

At 13:25, taking advantage of a gap that opened as the Japanese fleet deployed, the Beiyang Fleet cut the Japanese main force in two, with the slower

vessels — “Bisui,” “Fusang,” “Saikyo Maru,” and “Akagi” — falling behind, and coming under concentrated attack from the Beiyang Fleet’s left flank. The “Akagi” and “Saikyo Maru” sustained heavy damage and were forced to withdraw from the battle, and the “Akagi’s” captain and most of the crew on deck were killed. The Japanese combined fleet’s main force had two ships damaged, but nonetheless succeeded in circling back to rejoin the Beiyang Fleet’s left flank, together with the 1st Flying Squadron forming a pincer attack on the Beiyang Fleet from both left and right.

At 14:15, facing this perilous situation of being caught in a pincer from both sides, Deputy Commander Deng Shichang, commanding the “Zhiyuan,” took the lead in charging out of formation, protecting the flagship, fighting alone against four Japanese ships until his ammunition was exhausted. Seizing the moment when the Japanese ship “Yoshino” passed close by, he ordered full speed ahead to ram it, hoping to perish together with the enemy. Unfortunately, the ship was struck by an enemy torpedo, and its magazine exploded; Deng Shichang and all 250-plus officers and men aboard died a heroic death for their country. The captain of the “Jiyuan,” on the left flank, Fang Boqian, seeing the “Zhiyuan” sink, ordered his ship to turn and flee. The captain of the “Guangjia,” also on the left flank, Wu Jingrong, seeing the “Jiyuan” flee, likewise led his ship out of the battle; while fleeing, it ran aground on rocks off Sanshan Island in Dalian Bay, and was later destroyed by Japanese warships on the 23rd. The Japanese combined fleet’s 1st Flying Squadron, having failed to catch up with the “Jiyuan” and “Guangjia,” turned back to besiege the Beiyang Fleet’s right-flank ship, the “Jingyuan” (经远). The “Jingyuan,” alone against four, charged back and forth amid the enemy’s artillery fire, and its entire crew fought bravely to the last; the ship was eventually sunk, and more than 200 of its officers and men died heroically. At this point, the Beiyang Fleet had only four warships remaining — the “Dingyuan,” “Zhenyuan,” “Jingyuan” (靖远), and “Laiyuan” — and the formation it had struggled to maintain since the start of the battle had been scattered by the Japanese ships.

At 15:10, the Japanese combined fleet’s 1st Flying Squadron, with its four warships, encircled and attacked the “Jingyuan” (靖远) and “Laiyuan,” while the main force’s five warships attacked the “Dingyuan” and “Zhenyuan.” Under this even more dire situation, the “Jingyuan” (靖远) and “Laiyuan,” relying on one another for mutual support, fought hard to resist the Japanese ships’ frenzied assault, and, after sustaining heavy damage, fought their way out of the encirclement while withdrawing, finally breaking free of the Japanese ships’ encirclement. The “Dingyuan” and “Zhenyuan,” relying on their thick armor plating, supported one another and stubbornly resisted the Japanese siege. At 15:36, the “Dingyuan” fired a 305mm shell that struck the Japanese main-force flagship “Matsushima” and set off a fire in its magazine. The “Matsushima” immediately lost its capacity to command and fight, and the Japanese combined fleet’s commanding officer, Ito Sukeyuki, with his remaining four ships also having sustained considerable damage, lost the will to continue fighting, and at around 16:00 withdrew southeastward. The “Dingyuan” and “Zhenyuan” pursued the Japanese fleet closely, but the Japanese ships were forced to retreat further out to sea.

At around 17:00, the “Jingyuan” (靖远) and “Laiyuan,” having made repairs, rejoined the fleet. Ye Zugui, captain of the “Jingyuan” (靖远), seeing that the “Dingyuan’s” bridge had been destroyed and it could no longer be effectively commanded, took over as acting flagship and hoisted the signal for the fleet to regroup. The “Pingyuan,” “Guangbing,” “Fulong,” “Zuoyi,” and the two gunboats that had been at the mouth of Dadonggou, joined up in succession. The Beiyang Fleet’s command was thus restored, and its strength significantly bolstered.

At 17:30, seeing the situation was unfavorable and fearing an attack by torpedo boats, the Japanese combined fleet’s commander, Ito, ordered the 1st Flying Squadron to turn back, and led his fleet in withdrawing to the southeast, breaking off the engagement. The Beiyang naval forces pursued them out to sea, but because their ships were slower, could not catch up, and, with their ammunition running low, also withdrew and returned to Lüshun port. With this, the Battle of the Yellow Sea came to an end.

In this battle, Japanese losses were comparatively light — only the “Matsushima,” “Yoshino,” “Hiei,” “Saikyo Maru,” and “Akagi,” five ships, were damaged, with more than 300 casualties. Chinese losses, by contrast, were severe — five ships, the “Jingyuan” (经远), “Zhiyuan,” “Chaoyong,” “Yangwei,” and “Guangjia,” were sunk, and the “Dingyuan,” “Zhenyuan,” “Laiyuan,” and “Jingyuan” (靖远), four ships, were damaged, with roughly 1,000 casualties. After this, command of the sea over the Yellow Sea fell into the hands of the Japanese combined fleet, which had a decisive impact on the later course of the Sino-Japanese War.



(3) The Defense of Weihaiwei (January 20 – February 17, 1895)

In late September 1894, Chinese land forces, defeated at the Battle of Pyongyang, retreated entirely to territory north of the Yalu River by the 26th. After the Battle of Pyongyang and the Battle of the Yellow Sea, Japan, in order to carry out its “Grand Strategy,” which called for a decisive battle on the Zhili Plain, resolved to have the 2nd Army land on the Liaodong Peninsula, breaking through the gateway to the Bohai Gulf. From October 24 to 26, 1894, the Japanese 1st Army launched an offensive against the Qing defenses along the Yalu River, and the Qing forces were defeated, and the Yalu River defense line collapsed. At the same time, Japanese Army General Yamagata Aritomo directed the 2nd Army — some 25,000 men — who, under cover from the Japanese navy, began landing at Huayuankou. On November 7, they captured Dalian Bay. On the 22nd, they took Lüshun port. Because the Bohai Gulf would soon freeze over, making it inconvenient for the main Japanese force to continue with the Zhili Plain decisive-battle plan, Japan decided to temporarily suspend this plan, and instead shifted the direction of its main strategic offensive to the Shandong Peninsula, where army and navy forces would jointly attack Weihaiwei, in an attempt to annihilate the North Ocean Fleet. To accomplish this, the army formed the “Shandong Operations Army” on the base of its 2nd Army, comprising the 3rd and 4th Brigades along with the originally attached 6th Division’s 11th Brigade, totaling 25,000 men. The Qing court, because it had misjudged the direction of Japan’s main offensive, had concentrated its forces at Fengtian (present-day Shenyang), Liaoyang, and along the Beijing-Tianjin corridor, leaving the defenses of the Shandong Peninsula extremely weak. To avoid a frontal assault on the strong defenses at Weihaiwei from the sea, Japanese forces planned to instead land on the peninsula’s flank, at Rongcheng, and take Weihaiwei by a coordinated land and sea pincer attack.

On January 18, the Japanese combined fleet’s 1st Flying Squadron set out first, and the three cruisers “Yoshino,” “Akitsushima,” and “Naniwa” arrived off Dengzhou (present-day Penglai), bombarding the shore in order to draw the Qing forces’ attention. The cruiser “Takachiho” sailed to just outside Weihaiwei to monitor the movements of the Beiyang Fleet. In addition, the Japanese combined fleet dispatched more than 40 transport ships, escorting the 2nd Army’s 19 troop transports loaded with troops as they set out from Dalian Bay and sailed toward the Rongcheng Bay area of the Shandong Peninsula. At 15:00 on January 20, the Japanese army began landing in Rongcheng Bay, and by the time night fell had already occupied Rongcheng. By the 23rd, the entire Japanese 2nd Army — some 25,000 men — had come ashore. At this time, the Beiyang Fleet still had nine ironclad and cruiser warships, six gunboats, and more than ten torpedo boats, and had it taken the initiative to seize a favorable opportunity, it could still have accomplished something by striking mobile blows against the enemy. However, Li Hongzhang ordered Ding Ruchang not to venture out to fight, and forbade the fleet from leaving Weihaiwei even a single step, leaving the more than 20 warships and torpedo boats of the Beiyang Fleet trapped defending Weihaiwei, unable to seize the initiative, and missing their opportunity.

On January 25, the Japanese 2nd Army split into two columns and advanced on Weihaiwei, while the Japanese combined fleet concentrated its entire strength off Weihaiwei to support the land forces. Weihaiwei was garrisoned by 16 Qing battalions, more than 10,000 men, and had been fortified with three coastal artillery batteries and two land-artillery positions on its southern flank (with 14 heavy guns), and two land-artillery positions (with 23 guns); on its northern flank, three coastal artillery batteries (with 16 guns) and two land-artillery positions (with 8 guns); and the Liu Gong Island artillery group (with 6 coastal artillery pieces, 62 guns in total), along with a special naval artillery battery on Ri Island (with 8 guns). More than 300 naval mines had also been laid in the harbor entrance, and iron chains and wooden barriers had been installed as further obstacles.

On January 30, the Japanese army launched a general assault against Weihaiwei’s southern artillery battery group, while the Beiyang Fleet used its naval guns to support the defenders, repelling several enemy assaults. The “Laiyuan’s” gunfire struck and killed the commander of the Japanese army’s 11th Brigade, Major General Odera Yasuzumi, and others. Because the rear defenses of the southern land-artillery batteries were relatively weak, both the land artillery and coastal batteries there fell to the enemy that same day. In order to prevent the enemy from using the captured coastal artillery to bombard the Beiyang warships, Ding Ruchang sent men to destroy the coastal artillery batteries.

On January 31, the “Laiyuan” and “Jiyuan,” two ships, used their guns to destroy another two coastal artillery positions at the southern batteries. On February 2, the northern artillery batteries fell into disarray after their garrison collapsed and fled, with no one left to defend them; Ding Ruchang urgently sent a suicide squad to also destroy the northern coastal artillery batteries. That same day, the northern artillery battery group and the city of Weihaiwei fell into Japanese hands. From this point, Japan’s land forces concentrated their strength around besieging the North Ocean Fleet within the harbor.

At 07:00 on February 3, the Japanese navy used its 1st Flying Squadron to blockade the western mouth of the bay, while its 2nd, 3rd, and 4th Flying Squadrons took turns launching fierce assaults on Liu Gong Island and Ri Island. Japanese land forces also used the captured coastal artillery to bombard the North Ocean Fleet. The Chinese naval officers and men calmly responded, and successively damaged the Japanese ships “Tsukushi” and “Katsuragi,” and the enemy failed in its attempt to force its way into the harbor. On the night of February 4, ten enemy torpedo boats attempted a covert approach from the southwest, but were discovered and blocked by the North Ocean Fleet’s watch ships. Japan’s “No. 22” torpedo boat struck a mine and was destroyed. At dawn on February 5, the Japanese “No. 9” torpedo boat broke through the defenses and forced its way into the harbor, torpedoing and hitting the “Dingyuan”; the “Dingyuan,” having sustained damage, ran aground on nearby shoals, using its remaining guns to defend Weihaiwei’s eastern mouth. At dawn on the 5th, Japanese torpedo boats attacked both the eastern and western mouths of the harbor, and were repelled by Qing forces at both points. That night, Japanese torpedo boats attempted another covert attack, with the 1st Flotilla entering from the eastern mouth and the 3rd Flotilla making a diversionary attack from the western mouth. By dawn on the 6th, the North Ocean Fleet’s ironclad “Laiyuan,” the training ship “Weiyuan,” and the minelaying vessel “Baofa” had all in succession been struck by torpedoes and sunk.

At 07:30 on February 7, the Japanese navy launched a general assault. The main force of the combined fleet and the 1st Flying Squadron attacked Liu Gong Island, while the 2nd, 3rd, and 4th Flying Squadrons, together with the Japanese-occupied southern coastal artillery batteries, launched a pincer attack on Ri Island. North Ocean Fleet officers and men stubbornly resisted, successively striking the “Matsushima,” “Hashidate,” “Yoshino,” and “Akitsushima,” among other Japanese ships. The 30 sailors manning the coastal artillery on Ri Island fought bravely in defense, falling one after another only to be replaced, successively striking the Japanese ships “Fuso” and “Tsukushi,” killing and wounding 15 of their crew. But

under the fierce Japanese bombardment, Ri Island’s ammunition depot exploded and its heavy guns were destroyed, and the sailors were ordered to retreat back to Liu Gong Island. In the course of the intense Chinese-Japanese naval artillery exchange, the North Ocean Fleet’s “No. 1” torpedo boat, commanded by Wang Ping, together with 11 other torpedo boats, broke out of the harbor toward the west, either running aground, becoming stranded, or being captured while attempting to escape the encirclement. Although the enemy’s advance was still checked that day, the situation had grown even more dire. On February 9, the Japanese warships came once more to renew their attack. Ding Ruchang directed the “Jingyuan” (靖远) and “Pingyuan” to sail out to engage them together. The “Jingyuan” (靖远) was struck by fire from the Japanese-held southern coastal artillery, and sank in the sea near Ri Island at around 8:40. Continuous, exhausting combat had left the officers and men of the North Ocean Fleet utterly worn out, and, on top of mounting casualties, food and ammunition could not be resupplied. Some personnel began to grow mutinous. Ding Ruchang, on one hand, did everything he could to reassure his troops, while on the other, that night, gave orders to blow up the already-damaged “Dingyuan” himself, to prevent its capture. The “Dingyuan’s” captain, Liu Buchan, in grief and shame at the ship’s destruction, took his own life aboard the wreck. After February 10, Ding Ruchang could no longer maintain control over the North Ocean naval forces, and, several times ordered to surrender the “Zhenyuan” but unable to bring himself to do so, on the 11th took his own life to answer for his country. The Beiyang defense commander, Zhang Wenxuan, and the “Zhenyuan’s” acting captain, Yang Yonglin, likewise died by their own hand soon after.

On February 12, staff officer of the North Ocean Fleet, Niu Changbing, together with the foreign-hired employee Malcolm McGiffin and Cheng Bikuang and others, forged Ding Ruchang’s name and, without his authority, submitted a letter of surrender to the Japanese. On the 17th, the Japanese occupied Liu Gong Island, and the Weihaiwei naval base fell completely, and the North Ocean Fleet was entirely destroyed.

In this campaign, the Japanese forces landed from the flank and rear, successfully carrying out a coordinated land-and-sea pincer attack on Weihaiwei. The Qing forces, weak in numbers, with their army and navy lacking coordination, found themselves besieged within the harbor and were ultimately annihilated entirely.

Statistics of Chinese and Japanese Losses in the First Sino-Japanese War









	Qing forces killed and wounded: 11,480
	Naval battles: 1,910
	



	
	Land battles: 9,570
	



	Japanese forces killed and wounded: 2,914
	Naval battles: 300
	



	
	Land battles: 2,614
	



	Japanese seized strategic materiel, subtotal
	Artillery pieces: 522
	Artillery shells: 2,617,976



	
	Rifles: 9,710
	Bullets: 86,740,000









III. Analysis

The Sino-Japanese Naval War was an extremely important component part of the First Sino-Japanese War as a whole, and the outcome of the naval war had a decisive influence on the outcome of the entire war. In the naval war, the broad ranks of Beiyang naval officers and men fought with fearless patriotic fervor, waging bloody battles and heroically resisting the invading enemy. Regrettably, however, the Qing fleet, whose overall strength was comparable to Japan’s navy, was wiped out after only a few engagements. The corruption of the Qing government’s politics, and the North Ocean naval forces’ policy of avoiding decisive battle and their slack, disorganized command of the fleet, were the main reasons for their defeat, and the lessons to be drawn from it run extremely deep.


(1) Corruption and decay were the fundamental reasons the North Ocean Fleet could not withstand a single real test of battle

In 1888, when the Beiyang Fleet was formally established, the strength of the Qing navy ranked ninth in the world and first in Asia, with operational capability superior to that of the Japanese navy, and this played a positive role in checking Japan’s ambitions of expansion. But the political corruption at the top of the Qing government’s ruling class caused the Beiyang Fleet’s development to stagnate, and even to decline, from that point onward. Even before the smoke of the Sino-French War had cleared, the Qing court had already begun major construction on the Summer Palace. According to incomplete statistics, by the end of the Sino-Japanese War, the Qing government had diverted 8.6 million taels of silver in naval funds for the construction of the Summer Palace, and 4.36 million taels and more for the reconstruction of the “Three Seas” (the imperial lake gardens in Beijing). In 1891, Ding Ruchang had proposed to the Qing court that ship purchases be increased promptly to strengthen defenses. But the Qing court failed to accept this correct proposal, and instead approved the Ministry of Revenue’s petition to suspend the purchase of foreign naval munitions for two years, so that the Beiyang navy never again purchased so much as a single ship or gun after that point. Even as the Qing government was squandering naval funds extravagantly to celebrate Empress Dowager Cixi’s sixtieth birthday, the Japanese Meiji Emperor was drawing one-tenth of the funds from the imperial household treasury for shipbuilding, and calling on Japan’s nobility and wealthy families to generously donate funds toward building a powerful navy.

Political corruption inevitably affected military development; at the time, of all the armed forces of the entire country, the Beiyang Fleet was the strongest, and the Beiyang Fleet’s own army units were relatively better than its navy. But the overall condition of the Beiyang navy left much to be desired, with serious problems of corruption and graft, lax discipline, and slack, decadent spirit. Britain’s Times newspaper exposed that officers routinely purchased shore-based artillery ammunition, and openly sold it off — as much as eight or nine parts out of every ten — with those handling the transactions pocketing two to three hundred taels each time, the chief culprit taking a fixed cut of no less than several hundred taels. If a single shell cost several hundred taels, and the reimbursement claimed was several times that, with the difference pocketed by go-betweens, then the fewer real shells purchased, the more profit was to be had. It went so far that among the Beiyang Fleet’s stock of ammunition, seven or eight in ten rounds were mismatched with the wrong caliber for the guns, and it was reported that even the shells fired against enemy ships were filled with sand and mud instead of explosive charge — how could such shells ever destroy an enemy vessel! The Beiyang Fleet’s ships had gone without proper maintenance for a long stretch, and, out of a desire to conserve coal, sailed at reduced speeds, with officers and sailors carrying on trysts, and vessels sitting idle in port. Every time the fleet returned to its home base in the north, its officers would routinely disembark to visit brothels; in 1886, the Beiyang Fleet, on a visit to Nagasaki, Japan, saw its officers and sailors get into a brawl at a brothel, sparking an international incident. Afterward, Li Hongzhang not only failed to punish those responsible but went so far as to reward them, so as to “console the hearts of the officers and men who had been humiliated by the Japanese.” Such an army, lacking any spiritual backbone, whenever confronted with an unexpected crisis or a formidable adversary, would find itself utterly unable to exercise self-restraint, unable to defend its own country. Military training was also frequently falsified. When higher authorities came to inspect, the number and the location of buoys used for gunnery drills would be predetermined in advance, making them “easy to hit, easy to record”; when it came to formation drills, ordinary practice consisted of pre-planned formations set in advance, “the fleet only ever mechanically recording pre-set formation numbers, never attempting anything else.” Such training amounted to little more than a set of empty rituals performed on paper, of no real use whatsoever. During the Battle of the Yellow Sea, the signal-flag commands to change battle formation could not be properly executed, and torpedo boats, at a distance of 40 meters from the enemy, failed to launch their torpedoes; some captains, terrified for their own lives, not only failed to weaken the enemy’s fighting strength, but also disrupted the order of their own forces. After the First Sino-Japanese War, the British Consul in China cabled a report to his own government, stating: “Although the Chinese army had a certain edge in numbers over Japan, in training, and especially in management, it fell far short of Japan. It is not far off to say that this English observer’s judgment held true.”



(2) The Qing court’s advocacy for peace and its policy of avoiding decisive battle seriously constrained the participating officers’ and soldiers’ capacity for initiative

The setbacks on the Korean battlefield, though they gave the Qing government a certain jolt, did not affect its overall stance. At this point, had the Qing government correctly assessed the situation, resolutely committed to opposing the war of aggression, and adopted a sound naval strategy, it could certainly have defeated the enemy’s designs. But regrettably, the reins of power in the Qing court’s hands were held by Empress Dowager Cixi and Grand Councillor Yikuang and others, who were of the peace faction; Li Hongzhang, in particular, held firm in advocating a strategy of “appeasement in exchange for time, to preserve peace at all costs.” From the start of the war to the eve of defeat, they devoted their energies entirely to seeking mediation from the great powers, reaching the point where, in their strategic guidance, they also maintained a passive defensive strategy. First: the naval faction that had founded China’s modern navy served the political and diplomatic strategy of the Qing government’s self-imposed isolationism, and in its actual use of the navy, sought only self-preservation, not initiative or offense. Li Hongzhang once said: “The purpose of building ships was never to have them race across the ocean, but only to guard our territorial seas and preserve the local balance of power.” On the question of where the priority of defense should lie, Li Hongzhang held that: “the capital region is the foundation of the whole realm, and must be the most important priority.” In reality, this meant treating the fleet merely as a guard force protecting the capital region’s important strongholds, which naturally precluded the navy from having any spirit of initiative and offense in its actual employment. This led the North Ocean Fleet, throughout the course of the war, to have neither the initiative to seize and hold command of the sea, nor a feasible plan of operations, and, when facing the enemy’s fierce assault, it could only passively endure, ultimately being trapped and annihilated at Weihaiwei. Second: it never took the initiative to open a new theater of naval warfare. Throughout the Sino-Japanese War, the North Ocean navy’s principal task was to escort army reinforcements marching to relieve Korea, and both of its major naval battles came about because it was ambushed at sea by the enemy, rather than because it had taken the initiative to open an independent naval theater of its own. After the Battle of the Yellow Sea, Japan’s forces landed 20,000 troops and their equipment at Huayuankou on the Liaodong Peninsula, an operation that continued for 12 consecutive days, and throughout the entire crossing and landing period the Japanese suffered no interference whatsoever from the sea. Third: leadership and command were fragmented and disorganized. The army and navy were each commanded separately, uncoordinated with one another, unable to bring their combined operational capability to bear. On one hand, the North Ocean navy never took the initiative to strike the enemy’s landing vessels; on the other, during the defense of Weihaiwei, the army abandoned the navy to fend for itself, leaving the North Ocean Fleet exposed to attack from front and rear alike. Within the navy itself, there was also no unified leadership and command, and no interconnection between the different fleets and squadrons — although the late Qing dynasty had a Naval Yamen (Board of Admiralty), real authority in practice was held by the various regional governors-general, and it was not subject to unified deployment by the naval command. This institutional flaw not only weakened the navy’s overall strength, but also hampered the construction and development of each regional fleet. When the Sino-Japanese War broke out, Ding Ruchang requested that the naval command order the South Ocean Fleet’s warships be transferred under Beiyang Fleet command, but the South Ocean naval forces refused outright to comply. In this way, it inevitably came about that the North Ocean Fleet had to face the enemy’s national fleet alone, and this was extremely unfavorable to the progress of the war. This passive approach to the Qing government’s defense not only bound the hands and feet of China’s own patriotic officers and men across the wider strategic picture, but — more importantly — it stripped them of the capacity to seize favorable opportunities on their own initiative and to strike flexibly at the invading enemy. And Japan’s leaders directing the invasion of China — Ito Hirobumi, Yamagata Aritomo, Inoue Kaoru, and others — were all veteran hardline advocates of war, resolved to “stake the fate of the nation” and determined to fight China to the death. In order to meet the needs of launching a large-scale war of aggression, Japan’s naval forces underwent several reorganizations, and Kabayama Sukenori was appointed the navy’s military-affairs chief, giving unified direction to its operations.



(3) Inadequate operational preparation left the Beiyang Fleet in a passive position from the very beginning of the naval war

Thorough preparation is the essential prerequisite for accomplishing the objectives of war. The Sino-Japanese War was a war of aggression that the Japanese militarists had planned and provoked over a long period of careful preparation. Before the war, Japan’s Imperial General Headquarters had formulated an extremely thorough, meticulously calculated plan of operations, and had placed the contest for command of the sea and command of the land over the Yellow Sea and the Bohai Gulf at the core of the whole war’s strategic layout. Beginning in 1883, Japan spared no expense in stepping up the overall strengthening of its armed forces in order to invade China. Japan’s naval expenditures rose year after year, reaching, by 1890, 30% of the entire national budget, and rising as high as 41% by 1892. While building up the main strength of its North Ocean navy, Japan specifically built its three new-model ships, the “Matsushima,” “Hashidate,” and “Itsukushima,” aimed at the Beiyang Fleet’s own weak points, and stepped up the fitting-out of medium-caliber quick-firing guns, further increasing its advantage in equipment comparison. At the same time as the Japanese government massively expanded its armaments, it also actively organized strategic reconnaissance against China. During the Sino-French War, Japanese spies had already traveled extensively through China’s coastal provinces, producing a report titled “Which Approach Would Be Most Difficult for Taking China,” which reported on China’s mountains and rivers, its customs, and its people’s conditions, “leaving no detail unrecorded.” In 1893, the staff officer responsible for intelligence on China, Lieutenant Colonel Kageaki Kawakami, personally disguised himself as a soldier and traveled into Korea and China’s border regions, conducting on-the-ground surveys of the planned theater of operations. At the same time, Japan also organized personnel to conduct feigned reconnaissance of China, disguised as tourists. By the eve of the Sino-Japanese War, Japan had achieved a detailed grasp of China’s overall troop strength and combat capability, and had even produced dedicated reports on the troop dispositions of many specific units; Japan’s reconnaissance of Korea, Northeast China, and the Bohai Gulf and other planned theaters of operations had also produced extremely detailed military maps.

By contrast, on the other side of the war — China — the Qing government pursued a policy of seeking to avoid war right up until the eve of the crisis, and made no proper military preparations. Two months before the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War, Li Hongzhang, sensing the danger, remarked that “since the Beiyang Fleet was established fourteen years ago (in 1888), not a single new ship has been added; we can only make do with what we already have, cherishing what strength we have and stepping up training, hoping to hold out as best we can.” In the edict declaring war on Japan, issued by the Qing court on August 1, 1894, it stated that “the changes in [Japan’s] circumstances were entirely unexpected,” which precisely reveals just how unprepared and complacent the Qing court had been in facing the coming war. On the level of strategic decision-making, the Qing court’s highest leadership entirely lacked any overall planning and deployment for the war, and had made no proper

analysis or judgment, nor had they formulated operational plans to meet the various possible situations that might arise. Whether the war faction or the peace faction, each was concerned only with the private interests of its own political clique, and had no clear idea whatsoever regarding the strategic direction of the naval and land theaters or the coordination between campaigns and battles. They neither paid serious attention to the contest for command of the sea, nor carried out any serious reorganization or preparation of their forces, and did not even give serious consideration to the critically important question of coordinating naval forces from other regions with the Beiyang Fleet. Under such circumstances, falling into a passive and losing position on the battlefield was, without question, inevitable.





Chapter 83: The Battle of Jutland

(May 31 – June 1, 1916)

The Battle of Jutland was a large-scale naval battle fought during the First World War, in which Germany, seeking to break through Britain’s blockade of the sea, engaged the British navy in a great battle in the waters near the Skagerrak Strait off the Jutland peninsula. It is also known as the “Battle of Skagerrak.” The battle began on May 31, 1916 and ended on June 1, lasting two days. This naval battle was the largest in scale of any fought during the First World War, and was also the last time in the history of world naval warfare that fleets of battleships fought each other in line-of-battle formation, foreshadowing that the age of the “big-gun battleship” was drawing to a close.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

Ever since the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805, Britain had maintained its position of maritime supremacy, with its powerful fleets roaming the world’s oceans. After the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, Germany strengthened the buildup of its naval strength, attempting to contest command of the sea with Britain, but in the number and tonnage of its warships, and in the number and caliber of its guns, it still lagged behind Britain. Not long after the war began, Britain concentrated the main strength of its navy under Admiral John Jellicoe at Scapa Flow, and, relying on its numerical superiority, controlled the North Sea, cutting off Germany’s strategic maritime supply lines, and trapping the main strength of the German navy in the ports of Wilhelmshaven and Bremerhaven in the north, placing Germany in an extremely difficult position. Subsequently, the German navy successively adopted methods such as covert raiding, surprise attack, and unrestricted submarine warfare, attempting to weaken the strength of its adversary. Although these achieved a certain effect, they were unable to thoroughly alter the balance of power at sea.

In 1916, Admiral Reinhard Scheer was appointed commander-in-chief of the German High Seas Fleet. Facing the powerful British navy, Scheer believed that if Germany was to break through Britain’s blockade of the sea, the only path available was to destroy the main strength of the British navy. Although, at that time, Germany’s naval forces were inferior in scale, and a direct, frontal confrontation with the British navy was clearly impractical, the only realistic choice before him was either to remain trapped uselessly in port, or to gamble everything on destroying the main strength of the British fleet. After a long period of deliberation, Scheer boldly formulated a plan of operations to “lure the enemy in deep, then concentrate forces to annihilate them,” striving to reverse the unfavorable overall situation. To carry out this plan, Scheer spent four months dispatching battlecruisers, submarines, and Zeppelin airships to repeatedly raid Britain’s east coast, while also carrying out minelaying and reconnaissance operations.

The German plan of operations: to lure a portion of the British fleet out with a small decoy force, then concentrate the main strength of its own forces to annihilate them, in order to gradually weaken Britain’s naval strength at sea, thereby breaking through Britain’s blockade of the sea, seizing command of the sea, and creating the conditions for overseas expansion.

To this end, on May 30, Scheer ordered Vice Admiral Franz von Hipper to lead a decoy force comprising 5 battlecruisers, 5 light cruisers, and 30 torpedo boats (used as destroyers) out of the Jade estuary, sailing north along the Danish west coast, directly toward the Skagerrak Strait and the waters near the Norwegian coast, to serve as bait, in order to lure a portion of the British main fleet’s scattered squadrons out to sea. Should the decoy plan succeed, the lured British warships would first come under attack from German forces lying in ambush in the waters outside the Danish islands and Horns Reef. Hipper would then directly draw the British forces into the encirclement. Scheer himself would command the High Seas Fleet’s main force, following about 45 nautical miles behind Hipper’s decoy squadron.

Order of Battle of the German Navy










	Division
	
	Force Composition
	Commander





	Decoy Force (Hipper’s Squadron)
	1st Scouting Group
	5 battlecruisers
	Vice Admiral Hipper



	
	2nd Light Cruiser Group
	4 light cruisers
	



	
	Torpedo Boat Flotillas (3)
	1 light cruiser, 30 torpedo boats
	



	Main Force (Scheer’s Squadron)
	1st Battle Squadron
	8 battleships
	Admiral Scheer



	
	2nd Battle Squadron
	6 battleships
	



	
	3rd Battle Squadron
	8 battleships
	



	
	4th Light Cruiser Group
	5 light cruisers
	



	
	Torpedo Boat Flotillas (4)
	1 light cruiser, 31 torpedo boats
	





The British plan of operations: to lure the German fleet out with a small decoy force, and then annihilate it in a single stroke with the main fleet.

After obtaining intelligence that the German navy was about to sortie, the British navy’s main fleet commander, Admiral John Jellicoe, formulated a plan of operations at night that mirrored Scheer’s own: Vice Admiral David Beatty would lead the vanguard fleet out of Rosyth, Scotland, arriving in waters near the eastern side of the Jutland peninsula and Norway by the afternoon of the 31st, in order to meet the German fleet there. Jellicoe himself would personally lead the main fleet out of Scapa Flow, reaching waters some 60 nautical miles northwest of Beatty’s fleet by the afternoon of the 31st. If Beatty’s fleet encountered the German fleet, it would feign weakness and draw the enemy fleet toward the main British fleet, in this way causing Jellicoe’s fleet to appear on the German fleet’s flank. Relying on the British fleet’s superiority in firepower and speed, Jellicoe

Order of Battle of the British Navy










	Division
	
	Force Composition
	Commander





	Decoy Force (Beatty’s Squadron)
	1st Battlecruiser Squadron
	4 battlecruisers
	Vice Admiral Beatty



	
	2nd Battlecruiser Squadron
	2 battlecruisers
	



	
	5th Fast Battle Squadron
	4 fast battleships
	



	
	5th Light Cruiser Squadron
	4 light cruisers
	



	
	2nd Light Cruiser Squadron
	4 light cruisers
	



	
	3rd Light Cruiser Squadron
	4 light cruisers
	



	
	1st Destroyer Flotilla
	1 light cruiser, 9 destroyers
	



	
	9th and 10th Destroyer Flotillas (mixed)
	8 destroyers
	



	
	13th Destroyer Flotilla
	1 light cruiser, 10 destroyers
	



	Main Force (Jellicoe’s Squadron)
	1st Battle Squadron
	8 battleships
	Admiral Jellicoe



	
	2nd Battle Squadron
	8 battleships
	



	
	4th Battle Squadron
	8 battleships
	



	
	3rd Battlecruiser Squadron
	3 battlecruisers
	



	
	1st Armored Cruiser Squadron
	4 armored cruisers
	



	
	2nd Armored Cruiser Squadron
	4 armored cruisers
	



	
	4th Light Cruiser Squadron
	5 light cruisers
	



	
	4th Destroyer Flotilla
	19 destroyers
	



	
	11th Destroyer Flotilla
	1 light cruiser, 15 destroyers
	



	
	12th Destroyer Flotilla
	16 destroyers
	



	
	Auxiliary Vessels
	6 light cruisers and 1 minelayer for auxiliary use, 1 destroyer, 1 seaplane carrier
	





believed he was fully confident of annihilating the German fleet in the anticipated waters.

Comparison of the two sides’ forces: In this battle, Britain committed 151 warships of various types, with 344 naval guns, and about 60,000 officers and men. Of these, 28 were battleships, 9 were battlecruisers, 34 were cruisers, 1 was a seaplane carrier, 78 were destroyers, and 1 was a minelayer. Facing the British navy, Germany committed 99 warships of various types from its High Seas Fleet, with 244 naval guns, and about 45,000 officers and men. Of these, 22 were battleships, 5 were battlecruisers, 11 were cruisers, and 61 were torpedo boats.

Comparison of the Main Combat Forces Committed to the Battle of Jutland by Britain and Germany




	Category
	Britain
	Germany
	Force Ratio





	Battleships
	28
	22
	1.27:1



	Battlecruisers
	9
	5
	1.8:1



	Armored cruisers
	8
	0
	8:0



	Light cruisers
	26
	11
	2.36:1



	Destroyers (torpedo boats)
	78
	61
	1.28:1



	Other combat vessels
	2
	0
	2:0








II. Course of the Battle

On May 31, 1916, the British and German naval fleets set out according to their pre-arranged plans of operation, heading toward the anticipated battlefield; both commanders believed their own “decoy strategy” had succeeded, but neither had ever imagined that the opposing fleet had, in fact, already fully seen through the plan. Not long after, the two fleets encountered one another in the waters off Jutland, and the largest naval battle of the First World War — the Battle of Jutland — thereupon erupted.

At 14:00 on May 31, Vice Admiral Beatty’s British decoy squadron reached the waters north of Amrum Bank. At this point, in the waters east of Beatty’s squadron, Vice Admiral Hipper’s German decoy squadron was also sailing along a roughly parallel course, some 40 nautical miles further along. At 14:20, a Danish merchant ship passing south of the Jutland peninsula let off steam, sending a plume of smoke rising into the sky; the British cruiser “Galatea” and the German light cruiser “Elbing” simultaneously spotted this unusual plume of smoke, and both moved to investigate, whereupon each discovered the other, and immediately reported to their respective fleet commanders that “the enemy has been sighted.” At 14:28, the “Galatea” was the first to open fire on the German ship, and the German ship “Elbing” also returned fire, and the two sides fought a brief, short-lived exchange of artillery fire. An hour later, a great battle involving a total of 265 warships of various types (149 British and 116 German) and around 100,000 naval officers and men on both sides unfolded across more than 1,000 square kilometers of open sea — the Battle of Jutland had begun.

This naval battle can broadly be divided into three phases: the decoy vanguard engagement, the main-fleet decisive battle, and the night breakout battle.


(1) The Decoy Squadrons’ Vanguard Engagement (15:28 – 16:26, May 31)

After Hipper, aboard his flagship “Lützow,” received the enemy-contact report from the “Elbing,” he ordered all his ships to turn toward the southeast, attempting to draw the British Beatty squadron toward his own main force. Seeing Hipper’s maneuver, Beatty immediately ordered his destroyers to pursue closely. But four of his subordinate fast battleships failed to see the signal and fell more than ten nautical miles behind, causing the strength ratio between Beatty’s squadron and Hipper’s squadron to drop from 10:5 to 6:5.

At 15:45, the British and German decoy squadrons found themselves sailing on converging courses in the same general direction. Because Beatty’s squadron was somewhat faster, the distance between it and Hipper’s squadron grew steadily shorter. At the same time, Jellicoe’s fleet was about 20 nautical miles away, and Scheer’s fleet was about 40 nautical miles away. Under Hipper’s lure, Beatty’s squadron drew ever closer to the waters where Scheer’s squadron lay, entirely unaware of it. Of course, Hipper likewise had no idea that, besides Beatty’s squadron, a main British fleet personally commanded by Jellicoe was also heading this way. At 15:48, Hipper ordered his ships to open fire on the British ships, and, as the first salvo of German shells roared out, the vanguard battle between the two sides’ decoy squadrons finally erupted.

Because the German ships employed an advanced centralized fire-control and gun-laying system, their rate of hits was far higher than that of the British ships. In addition, German armor-piercing shells were also superior to Britain’s. Once the two sides’ fleets engaged, the German fleet’s very first salvo struck Beatty’s flagship, the battlecruiser “Lion.” At 16:00, an armor-piercing shell struck the “Lion’s” midship turret, and the turret’s interior caught fire; had it not been for the flooding of the powder magazine in time, the 26,000-ton “Lion” would have suffered a catastrophic loss. At 16:05, the British 19,000-ton battlecruiser “Indefatigable” was struck by two armor-piercing shells and exploded, and its 1,017 officers and men all went down with the ship, with no survivors.

At 16:10, the British 4th Fast Battle Squadron caught up and joined the battle. At 16:26, the British battlecruiser “Queen Mary,” with a displacement of 23,000 tons, was struck by two German cruisers and sank, with 1,275 officers and men killed, and only 9 survivors.

At the same time, fierce fighting also erupted between the two navies’ destroyer flotillas. In the confused melee, each side lost two destroyers (on the German side, torpedo boats), and one German cruiser was also damaged.

Hipper’s squadron withdrew eastward under fire; Beatty’s squadron pursued closely, but did not catch it, and finally discovered they had sailed into the German fleet’s encirclement. But in order to achieve the goal of luring in the main German fleet, he nonetheless continued forward, until he had drawn near the main strength of the German fleet, at which point he turned about and headed north, preparing to link up with the main strength of his own fleet before renewing the engagement. With this, the first phase of the fighting came to an end.

In this phase of the fighting, Britain lost 2 battlecruisers and 2 destroyers sunk, while Germany lost 2 destroyers sunk. Germany’s decoy squadron had successfully accomplished its mission of luring the enemy in deep, while Britain’s own decoy squadron had likewise succeeded in drawing in the main strength of the German fleet.



(2) The Main-Fleet Decisive Battle (17:55 – 19:30, May 31)

Just as the British decoy squadron suddenly turned and withdrew, the German main fleet commander, Scheer, mistakenly believed that the British main fleet had not yet put to sea, and decided to pursue. A clash between the two sides’ main forces now appeared unavoidable.

First engagement: fighting between the cruiser forces of the two main fleets

At 17:55 on May 31, the reconnaissance vessels of the two sides’ main fleets — the British 3rd Battlecruiser Squadron and the German 2nd Scouting Group’s 4 light cruisers — encountered one another and opened fire. In the engagement, 2 German light cruisers were damaged, and 1 light cruiser and 1 torpedo boat were sunk; on the British side, 1 destroyer was sunk.

Second engagement: the first exchange of fire between the two main battle fleets

At around 18:00, the British main fleet, charging into battle from the northeast, discovered the position of the German main fleet. Jellicoe immediately ordered his fleet to change into battle formation, adopting the classic naval “crossing the T” maneuver, and charged southeastward against the German main fleet. Beatty’s squadron also changed course, joining the fierce struggle against Hipper’s squadron. At 18:20, Hipper’s flagship, the “Lützow,” was struck by dense British gunfire and sustained one hit; at 18:33, the British 2nd Battlecruiser Squadron’s flagship, the 17,000-ton “Invincible,” was likewise struck by German cruiser fire, and, having sustained heavy damage, sank. In this engagement, 1 German destroyer was sunk, and 2 battleships were damaged.

The British fleet’s losses did not affect its numerical superiority over the main fleet, and, with Jellicoe’s successful execution of the “crossing the T” maneuver, the British were able to bring their naval gunfire fully to bear. The German fleet’s use of a column formation, on the other hand, meant its forward ships blocked the line of fire of the ships behind them, greatly hampering the effectiveness of their naval gunfire. What was worse still, Beatty’s squadron, having turned earlier, had already begun to slip into the waters behind the German fleet. When Scheer realized that the force his own fleet had run into was in fact the main strength of the British navy, and that he had already fallen into their encirclement, he decisively ordered a turn toward the southwest and a withdrawal. At 18:45, the German fleet vanished into a smokescreen, and the second engagement came to an end.

Third engagement: renewed fighting between the two main battle fleets

After this first clash between the two main fleets, out of fear of coming under attack from naval mines and torpedoes, the British commander Jellicoe did not order a pursuit of the German fleet, but instead ordered his fleet to turn southeast, and then south, forming a crescent-shaped formation that drove directly between the German High Seas Fleet and its home base, cutting off the German fleet’s line of retreat. Seeing that Jellicoe had not pursued, the German commander Scheer judged that Jellicoe would certainly deploy his own fleet along his own return route, and thus decided to seize the moment when the British fleet was changing formation to turn about and strike, breaking through the encirclement from its rear, and returning to base.

At 19:10, owing to a miscalculation by his staff officers, the German High Seas Fleet did not charge toward the rear of the main British fleet, but instead ran directly into the very center of the main British fleet. Once again, the battlefield formed into a “crossing the T” formation favorable to the British fleet. The German Hipper squadron, in the vanguard position, exchanged fire with the rearguard units of the British main fleet. In the fighting, Hipper’s flagship, the “Lützow,” was sunk, and the “Seydlitz” and “Derfflinger” battlecruisers sustained heavy damage, while the British side had only one battleship lightly damaged.

At 19:30, facing this unfavorable battlefield situation, Scheer ordered his fleet to turn west and withdraw, while his torpedo boat units launched a torpedo attack against the British fleet and laid down a smokescreen to cover the withdrawal. To avoid the torpedo attack, the British fleet did not pursue. With this, the third round of fighting came to an end.

Fourth engagement: a brief British offensive

At around 20:00, Jellicoe once more deployed his fleet along the German fleet’s return route, and slowly searched for it as he advanced. At around 20:30, the British rearguard-screening Beatty squadron once more encountered the vanguard of the German fleet, Hipper’s squadron. Because the distance was too great, the British launched an attack with light cruisers and destroyers, and the Germans also counterattacked with torpedo boats. Neither side scored any hits on the other, and after a few minutes the artillery exchange ended, and the engagement between the two main fleets came to a temporary halt.



(3) The Night Breakout Battle (22:15, May 31 – noon, June 1)

As night approached, the German High Seas Fleet’s destroyers encountered the British main fleet’s destroyers; the British destroyers immediately launched a fierce torpedo attack against the German battleships. The German battleships evaded the British destroyers’ torpedo attacks, and continued to press forward along their original course, striving to break through the blockade before the main strength of the British fleet arrived.

From 22:15 to 22:45, German warships twice engaged in close-range exchanges of fire with British destroyer flotillas. At around 22:30, the German fleet encountered the British 2nd Light Cruiser Squadron; in the exchange, the German light cruiser “Frauenlob” was sunk by a torpedo. At 23:30, when the German heavy battle fleet occupied a favorable position, the British 4th, 9th, 10th, and 13th Destroyer Flotillas launched an attack against it; the result of the fighting was that 5 British destroyers were sunk.

After midnight, the British cruiser “Black Prince” encountered four German battleships and engaged them, and suffered heavy damage and sank. At 1:30 on June 1, the German cruiser “Elbing” collided with the friendly battleship “Posen” while evading a torpedo, and the “Elbing” subsequently sank. At 2:10, the British destroyer “Fortune” struck a German battleship, “Nassau,” and was itself sunk afterward. At 2:20, the German light cruiser “Rostock” was struck by a British torpedo and sank. At 4:10, the British destroyer “Fralerdona” launched a torpedo that struck the German battleship “Pommern.” At 7:20, the German battleship “Ostfriesland” struck a mine and was damaged.

The German High Seas Fleet, having broken free of the main British fleet’s blockade, passed through the densely mined waters near Horns Reef via a secret shipping lane, and returned to base by noon on June 1. The pursuing British main fleet, not daring to rashly enter this dangerous area, decided to turn back, and returned to base on June 2. With this, the Battle of Jutland came to an end.

In this naval battle, Britain lost 3 battlecruisers, 3 light cruisers, and 8 destroyers, with a further 6 warships damaged; its total loss in tonnage of warships reached 115,000 tons, and personnel losses reached 6,097. Germany, for its part, lost 1 battleship, 4 light cruisers, 1 battlecruiser, and 5 torpedo boats, with a further 4 battleships damaged; its total loss in tonnage of warships reached 61,000 tons, and officer and enlisted casualties reached 3,058.





III. Analysis

The Battle of Jutland was the largest naval battle of the First World War, and was also the largest — and the last — decisive fleet engagement of the battleship era. Both sides were mired in the doctrine of the “big-gun battleship,” conducting their engagement primarily through long-range gunnery duels between battle fleets, both adopting rigid, poorly maneuverable linear tactics, and their combat methods were extremely rigid — it was, in effect, transplanting the passive positional warfare of land combat onto the sea. It offers us yet another instructive example for understanding what a war of attrition and positional stalemate looks like.


(1) On the tactical level, the German navy achieved a fairly substantial victory

In this naval battle, the German navy, with relatively weaker forces and lighter losses, dealt a heavy blow to the powerful British fleet, achieving tactical victory. Of the 151 warships the British main fleet committed to battle, it lost 14 warships of various types, totaling 115,000 tons, out of 60,000 officers and men committed, with 6,097 casualties. Of the 99 warships the German High Seas Fleet committed to battle, it lost 11 warships of various types, totaling 61,000 tons, out of 45,000 officers and men committed, with 3,058 casualties. Moreover, the one German battleship lost was already an old vessel, and the five torpedo boats lost were also small craft, having little real impact on Germany’s combat strength. Compared with the German navy, the British navy held a clear advantage in both the number of ships committed and personnel numbers, yet its losses were nearly double those of Germany. Therefore, considered purely from the standpoint of the Battle of Jutland itself, the German navy achieved tactical victory.



(2) From a strategic standpoint, the British navy still retained overall strategic superiority at sea

The Battle of Jutland did not enable Germany to achieve its strategic aim of breaking Britain’s blockade of the sea, nor did it fundamentally alter the balance of strength between the two navies; naval superiority still, fundamentally, remained on Britain’s side. After the naval battle ended, the number of “Dreadnought”-class battleships in the British main fleet rose from 28 before the battle to 31, and its battlecruisers likewise received timely reinforcement, and the British navy retained the capacity to deploy 26 battleships and 6 battlecruisers on short notice for further combat operations, whereas the German High Seas Fleet had only 18 “Dreadnought”-class battleships, and its four remaining battlecruisers all required major repairs, and did not return to service until the end of 1916. The German navy never again had the capacity or the courage to challenge the main strength of the British fleet, and its submarine force gradually became Germany’s primary naval weapon, used to carry out large-scale raiding operations against British commercial shipping. Therefore, it can be said that, at the Battle of Jutland, the British navy achieved strategic victory.



(3) A gap in technical standards led to enormous losses among British naval vessels

In this naval battle, the German battlecruiser “Lützow” was struck ten times without sinking, whereas the British battlecruisers “Queen Mary” and “Indefatigable” sank after being hit by only four shells each, and most of the other damaged British warships also sank after being struck by only a few shells. The main reason for this lies in the fact that the British were, from the very outset, behind the Germans in their conception of ship design and construction, with equipment and armament that fell short of German standards.

On one hand, British ships, in their construction, emphasized speed and firepower, at the expense of armor protection. Key components were protected by armor plating that was thinner than that of German ships, and there were no proper fire-prevention measures in place. In this battle, at least three British battlecruisers were struck by only a single shell, which then ignited their powder magazines, causing catastrophic explosions and sinking. German warships, by contrast, had considerably thicker armor plating, and their turrets were fitted with proper fire-prevention systems at critical points, so that even if a shell exploded inside a turret, it could prevent the flash of the explosion from reaching the powder magazine below and causing a catastrophic detonation. German warships also featured multiple watertight compartments to limit flooding in any one area, and their coal bunkers were positioned on both sides of the hull to provide additional protection. In sum, German warships possessed considerably stronger survivability at sea than their British counterparts. This is why German warships, even after sustaining heavy damage in this battle, were still able to sail on despite having taken on several hundred tons of seawater.

On the other hand, German warship crews had all undergone rigorous training in the use of relatively advanced gun-sighting equipment, and possessed a comparatively high standard of gunnery accuracy. In this naval battle, the German large-caliber guns achieved a hit rate of 3.3%, whereas the British achieved only 2.2%. In addition, the shells carried by German warships were fitted with delayed-action fuzes and TNT explosive charges, giving them considerably stronger penetrating power and explosive force. The shells carried by British warships, by contrast, used picric-acid explosive charges — a type of shell that would explode on impact upon even the slightest jolt or collision, and so, in most cases, could only cause damage on the surface of the enemy ship’s armor, without being able to penetrate the steel plating. These shortcomings had already been exposed in several earlier naval engagements, but the British had not given them sufficient attention, with the result that, in this great naval battle, they were unable to inflict correspondingly heavy damage on German warships.



(4) The backwardness of reconnaissance and communications methods was a serious problem exposed by this naval battle

In this naval battle, because of the backwardness of both sides’ reconnaissance and communications methods, the British and German navies alike were unable to obtain the intelligence needed for the conduct of operations in a timely and accurate manner, and both suffered losses as a result to varying degrees. When Beatty’s squadron, having penetrated deep into enemy territory, discovered the main German fleet, poor communications meant it could only turn its ships around and return to report directly to the main fleet, with the result that Jellicoe’s British main fleet did not learn that the main German High Seas Fleet had already sortied in full force until two hours after the battle had already begun, and it was not until ten minutes before the engagement itself that he finally learned the precise position of the German fleet. Because of the lack of effective submarine reconnaissance capability, throughout the course of the battle Jellicoe consistently and mistakenly believed that German submarines were operating in coordination with the surface fleet, causing him to become overly cautious in his pursuit of the German fleet, giving up the opportunity to pursue and strike the enemy on three separate occasions. Likewise, the German commander Scheer also failed to realize that the fleet his own decoy squadron had come under fierce attack from was in fact the main British fleet, until after the fact. After the German main fleet’s first clash with the British main fleet, the German High Seas Fleet had originally planned to break through behind the rear of the British main fleet toward the Horns Reef channel, but, owing to inaccurate assessment of the enemy’s precise position, instead ran directly into the middle of the British main fleet, resulting in unnecessary losses.



(5) Rigid operational thinking and ossified tactical methods made this a typical representative work of the “big-gun battleship” era

First, both the British and German sides were mired in the doctrine of the “big-gun battleship,” neglecting the use of light cruisers and destroyers, and in particular failed to mobilize submarines to take part in the battle. Second, both sides’ commanding officers, fearing heavy losses to their main battle fleets, remained overly cautious in giving battle, relying solely on long-range naval gunfire duels, and their tactical methods were rigid and inflexible. Third, the German commander Scheer three times ordered his fleet to execute a risky simultaneous turn-about maneuver; although he succeeded each time, had the British seized the opportunity at any of these moments to deliver a decisive blow, the German fleet could very well have suffered catastrophic losses. Finally, both sides’ commanding officers adopted linear tactics of advance, opting to confront the enemy in single-file columns or on parallel courses, which left their fleets severely lacking in maneuverability.





Chapter 84: The Battle of the Coral Sea

(morning of May 6 – 17:56, May 8, 1942)

The Battle of the Coral Sea was a naval battle of medium scale fought between American and Japanese forces in the waters of the southwest Pacific after the outbreak of the Pacific War during the Second World War. This battle was of historic significance: it was the first time in history that aircraft carriers on both sides engaged one another directly at sea, marking the moment when the aircraft carrier replaced the battleship as the core striking force in naval warfare, and signaling that command of the sea in naval warfare would henceforth be determined by command of the air. A new form of warfare and combat method now began to dominate naval battles. From this point on, the Pacific War entered a phase of strategic stalemate.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

In the latter part of the 1930s, after Japan launched its full-scale war of aggression against China, its ambitions of aggression rapidly swelled further. After meticulous and thorough planning, Japan launched a surprise attack against the American Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, dealing a heavy blow to the American forces there, and beginning the first phase of operations in the Pacific theater. The next day, the United States formally declared war on Japan, opening the magnificent and turbulent curtain of the Pacific War. Over the following short span of five months, Japan pushed the front lines of the war forward to a vast area stretching from Burma in the west, the Andaman Islands, and southern Sumatra and New Guinea and the Solomon Islands, to the Gilbert Islands and Wake Island in the east, occupying an enormous swath of Southeast Asia and the southwest Pacific. Because the Allied forces, led by the United States, had been inadequately prepared before the war, they lost all their naval and air bases in the western Pacific in the early stages of the fighting, and their naval and air strength suffered heavy losses.

The strategic situation had turned extremely favorable for Japan, and the Japanese navy, its head swimming with victory, now turned its spearhead of attack toward the eastern part of New Guinea (including Port Moresby) and the southern part of the Solomon Islands, attempting to seize Port Moresby, the Fiji Islands, and Samoa, and to threaten Australia. They believed that seizing Port Moresby, located in the southeast of New Guinea, would help to strengthen the defense of the northern New Guinea region centered on Rabaul, while simultaneously neutralizing the effectiveness of the Allied naval and air bases in northern Australia, providing flank protection for a further offensive to the southeast.

Because the Japanese high command had decided that, from April 10, 1942, operations would move into the second phase, the capture of Port Moresby was designated as the first step of operations for the Japanese Combined Fleet in this phase (the second step being an offensive against Midway in early June, and the third step being the seizure of Fiji and Samoa, which needed to be carried out before the Battle of Midway in early June). In light of the above,

Order of Battle of the Japanese Navy









	Division
	
	Force Composition





	Invasion Force
	Main Body
	1 light carrier — Shoho



	
	
	4 cruisers — Aoba, Kako, Kinugasa, Furutaka (6th Cruiser Division)



	
	
	1 destroyer — Sazanami



	
	Covering Force
	2 cruisers — Tenryu, Tatsuta (18th Squadron)



	
	
	1 seaplane carrier — Kamikawa Maru



	
	
	3 auxiliary gunboats — Nikkai Maru, Keijo Maru, Shoyo Maru



	
	
	2 minesweepers



	
	Landing Transport Group
	2 cruisers — Yubari, Tsugaru (6th Destroyer Squadron)



	
	
	5 destroyers — Oite, Asanagi, Uzuki, Mochizuki, Mutsuki



	
	
	12 transports, 1 minesweeper



	Mobile Force
	Main Body
	2 cruisers — Myoko, Haguro (5th Cruiser Division)



	
	
	2 destroyers — Ariake, Ushio (7th Destroyer Division)



	
	Carrier Group
	2 large carriers — Zuikaku, Shokaku (5th Carrier Division)



	
	
	4 destroyers — Ariake, Yugure, Shiratsuyu, Shigure (27th Destroyer Division)



	Supply Group
	
	Toho Maru





Because of these factors, on April 12, the commander-in-chief of the Japanese Combined Fleet, Isoroku Yamamoto, transferred the 5th Cruiser Division, the 5th Carrier Division, and the 27th Destroyer Division to the command of Vice Admiral Shigeyoshi Inoue, commander of the South Seas Force, to strengthen his available combat power. The South Seas Force’s headquarters formulated a detailed operational plan for the assault on Port Moresby.

The Japanese plan of operations: the Japanese navy planned to occupy Tulagi, in the southern Solomon Islands, on May 3, and to establish a seaplane base there, providing flank cover from the sea for the operation to advance on Port Moresby, and cutting off communications between the United States and Australia, in order to lay the groundwork for the subsequent seizure of Fiji and Samoa.

Protected by land-based air power, the 5th Air Attack Group and the large seaplane carriers, the landing force would sail around the southeast tip of New Guinea, passing through the Jomard Passage into the Coral Sea, and, at dawn on May 10, would launch a direct assault on Port Moresby from the sea, seizing the port. At the same time, part of the force would be dispatched to occupy Ocean Island and Nauru, establishing a forward supply base. The mobile force would, before the start of the landing operation, launch strikes against Allied naval and air bases in northern Australia, suppressing American air activity, and, should it encounter American surface naval forces, would engage and destroy them, ensuring the safety of the landing force’s sea voyage and the smooth progress of the landing operation.

The American plan of operations: relying on excellent intelligence work, the U.S. Navy had broken Japan’s naval codes, and thus learned that Japan was about to launch an assault on Port Moresby. The commander of the American Pacific Theater believed that, should Japan succeed in seizing Port Moresby, Australia’s defensive lines would inevitably come under even greater pressure, and Allied maritime supply lines in the southern Pacific region would face grave threats. At the same time, Port Moresby was set to become a crucial staging point for future Allied counteroffensives to retake the southwest Pacific islands, and its position was of great importance. Accordingly, the United States decided to take active, organized defensive measures to check Japan’s aggressive advance.

Comparison of the Main Combat Forces of the American and Japanese Navies




	Category
	Japan
	United States





	Large carriers
	2
	2



	Light carriers
	1
	0



	Seaplane carriers
	1
	1



	Cruisers
	10
	8



	Destroyers
	12
	13



	Carrier-based aircraft
	146
	143





Confronting Japan’s plan of attack had already become the American forces’ foremost task. The Americans planned to have a portion of the 300 aircraft based at the shore installations they had already occupied at Townsville, Port Moresby, and elsewhere, launch raids on the Japanese-occupied cities of Rabaul and Lae, while dispatching the rest to patrol widely across the broad expanse of ocean; upon detecting a southward movement of the Japanese fleet, they would concentrate their strength at sea to annihilate it. In addition, the existing “Yorktown” and “Lexington” carrier task forces were concentrated together and deployed in the southern part of the Coral Sea in a defensive posture, ready to move west at any moment, in anticipation of the appearance of the Japanese landing force and mobile force, in order to strike them and, to the greatest extent possible, destroy or cripple the Japanese navy, ensuring that Port Moresby remained firmly in Allied hands.

Comparison of the two sides’ forces: in this battle, Japan committed 3 aircraft carriers, 10 cruisers, 12 destroyers, 3 minesweepers, 12 transports, 1 seaplane carrier, 3 auxiliary gunboats, and 1 supply ship, totaling 45 ships, with 146 carrier-based aircraft, plus roughly 90 land-based aircraft.

The forces the United States could bring to bear included: 2 aircraft carriers, 8 cruisers, 13 destroyers, 1 seaplane carrier, and 2 supply ships, totaling 26 ships, with 143 carrier-based aircraft, plus roughly 300 land-based aircraft.




II. Course of the Battle

On May 4, 1942, the Japanese landing force tasked with assaulting Port Moresby, commanded by Rear Admiral Sadamichi Kajioka, set sail from Rabaul, advancing toward Port Moresby along a pre-planned course. The mobile force, tasked with striking the main strength of the Allied naval forces, commanded by Rear Admiral Chuichi Hara, entered the Coral Sea on the evening of May 5. Waiting for them, already positioned to intercept, was the American carrier task force built around the “Yorktown” and “Lexington,” commanded by Rear Admiral Frank Fletcher. The famous Battle of the Coral Sea in the history of naval warfare was about to erupt.


Phase One: The Initial Contact (Morning of May 6 – 12:00, May 7)

On the morning of May 6, Fletcher concentrated the “Yorktown” and “Lexington,” and, with the carriers at the center, arranged his cruisers and destroyers in a diamond-shaped screen around them, reorganizing the force as Task Force 17. Based on prior reconnaissance intelligence, the Americans judged that the Japanese landing force was appearing in the southern Solomon Islands, and heading southwest, expected to enter the Coral Sea on the 7th or 8th. In order to keep the Japanese landing force within his own attack range, Fletcher left his supply group in the southern Coral Sea, while the rest of his ships formed a battle group and sailed west, reaching a point about 310 nautical miles southeast of Deboyne Island by midnight, without being able to precisely pinpoint the specific position of the Japanese fleet.

At the same time, on the morning of the 6th, the Japanese mobile force was refueling in waters roughly 180 nautical miles west of Tulagi.

At 09:00 on the 6th, upon receiving a report from a reconnaissance aircraft that an American carrier task force had been sighted, the Japanese mobile force’s carrier group rapidly sailed south to search for and engage them, sailing to within about 70 nautical miles of the American Task Force 17 before receiving an urgent telegram from headquarters ordering it to halt its southward advance and turn back to protect the landing force, to prevent it from coming under American attack.

On the morning of the 7th, the Japanese landing force sailed to the north of the Louisiade Archipelago, while the mobile force searched for the enemy south of its position, at a range of about 400 nautical miles. At 4:00, the mobile force dispatched 12 carrier-based aircraft, divided into 6 groups, to search between bearings 180° and 270°, at distances of 250 to 270 nautical miles, for the American fleet. At 5:45, a reconnaissance aircraft reported discovering the American carrier fleet, whereupon 78 aircraft were dispatched to attack this target. When the strike group reached the target area, however, it did not find the American carriers there, only a supply group. Between 9:26 and 9:40, the Japanese aircraft attacked this group, sinking the American supply ship “Neosho” and the destroyer “Sims.”

At this very moment, the American Task Force 17 was also searching for the enemy in waters southeast of the Louisiade Archipelago (13°20’ South, 154°21’ East). At 4:25, Task Force 17 split into two groups, with one part (2 cruisers and 3 destroyers) heading northwest to block the Japanese landing force, while the other part, centered on the carrier task force, continued northward. In order to locate the main strength of the Japanese mobile force as quickly as possible, at 4:30 Fletcher dispatched a large number of aircraft to search between bearings 270° and 180°. At 6:15, a reconnaissance aircraft searching to the northwest discovered the Japanese landing force, and mistook it for the main strength of the Japanese mobile force; the carrier task force accordingly dispatched 93 carrier-based aircraft between 7:26 and 8:30, sent in successive waves toward this target. Beginning at 9:07, they concentrated their attack on the light carrier “Shoho” within the Japanese landing force, and scored a combined 13 bomb hits and 7 torpedo hits on the ship, sinking it at 9:35. This aerial strike deprived the Japanese landing force of its air cover, and, fearing another American air strike, the force did not dare to press on rashly into the Jomard Passage, and instead remained in the waters north of the Louisiade Archipelago until the battle’s conclusion, at which point it withdrew.



Phase Two: Searching for the Enemy (12:00, May 7 – night of the 7th)

At 12:00 on the 7th, the Japanese mobile force’s commander, Hara, estimated, based on reconnaissance reports of the enemy’s situation and the closing of both sides’ carrier forces over the preceding two days, that the two carrier fleets would close to within 280 nautical miles of one another by 16:30. Given that sunset that day would come at 16:15, and his own pilots had comparatively stronger night-combat capability, Hara decided to carry out a night attack against the American carrier task force. At 14:15, he dispatched 27 carrier-based aircraft, hoping to strike the American carrier task force sometime between 16:00 and 16:45. But owing to poor weather, this strike group flew past close to the American carrier task force without ever spotting them, and was instead detected by American radar and intercepted, losing 9 aircraft; the remaining 18 Japanese aircraft continued on toward the pre-designated target area. Because no American forces were found in the target area, the Japanese aircraft, still carrying their torpedoes and bombs, attempted to land, mistaking the American carrier for their own, and, upon approaching for landing, were fired upon by American anti-aircraft guns, and finally realized that the target they sought to attack was right there in front of them — but by this point they no longer had the weaponry to attack, and were forced to return empty-handed.

By this point, both the American and Japanese sides had detected one another, and the two carrier fleets were extremely close to each other. On the night of the 7th, the American carrier task force turned to sail south, then continued heading northwest to circle around; the Japanese fleet swiftly moved north, both sides making thorough preparations for the decisive battle to be fought on the 8th.



Phase Three: The Air-Sea Decisive Battle (Dawn, May 8 – 17:56)

At dawn on the 8th, the Japanese mobile force dispatched 7 reconnaissance aircraft to search the area, and at 6:30, searching toward the southwest, discovered the American Task Force 17. At 7:15, the Japanese dispatched 69 carrier-based aircraft in succession toward the target. At almost the same moment, the American Task Force 17 also discovered the main strength of the Japanese force. At 7:00 to 7:45, the American dive-bomber group discovered the Japanese carrier fleet; at this point, the Japanese carriers “Zuikaku” and “Shokaku” had already dispersed, some 8 to 10 nautical miles apart, each escorted by 2 cruisers and 3 destroyers. When the Japanese detected the American aircraft, the “Zuikaku” sailed into a rain squall, using the heavy rain to conceal itself and successfully evade the American attack, while the “Shokaku” attempted to turn east against the wind to launch its own aircraft, but unexpectedly instead became the concentrated focus of the American attack.

At 8:57, the American aircraft launched their attack on the “Shokaku,” scoring a combined 3 heavy bomb hits on the ship, seriously damaging its flight deck and leaving it unable to conduct further flight operations.

While the American forces were attacking, the carrier-based aircraft that had launched from the Japanese ships also carried out an attack against the American carrier task force, and the Americans scrambled 8 fighters to intercept them. The Japanese aircraft split into three attack groups,

approaching the American task force from the northeast with the sun at their backs. The torpedo bomber group first launched an attack against the carrier “Yorktown,” but because the ship maneuvered nimbly to evade, the attack failed to score a hit. In order to evade the Japanese attack, the American ships broke formation on their own initiative, causing the distance between the two carriers to widen, which weakened their mutual defensive screening strength and reduced anti-aircraft protection, creating gaps in their defenses.

Between 9:20 and 9:25, the Japanese launched a second attack against the carrier “Yorktown,” and one 250-kilogram bomb struck the ship’s flight deck, though the ship remained able to continue fighting. At the same time, the Japanese employed a pincer-attack tactic against the “Lexington,” with the torpedo bomber group launching 13 torpedoes, 2 of which struck the ship, causing its boiler room to begin flooding; the dive-bomber group, taking advantage of the moment the ship was evading the torpedoes, dove down from an altitude of 5,500 meters to attack, and 2 heavy bombs struck the ship. At 17:56, because of the severe damage it had sustained, compounded by an explosion triggered by leaking aviation fuel vapor, the Americans were forced to abandon the “Lexington,” and the ship sank not long after.

At this point, the battlefield situation had turned relatively favorable for Japan: the United States had lost one carrier and had another damaged, while Japan still had the “Zuikaku” intact and undamaged. Had Japan pressed its advantage and pursued, the American forces would have faced the danger of total annihilation.

But the Japanese mistakenly believed that both American carriers had been sunk, and decided to withdraw the mobile force northward, believing that with only 9 carrier-based aircraft still fit for combat, and having lost 2 carriers, the American forces, even though land-based air support remained intact, would be unable to guarantee the safety of the landing force without air cover from carriers, and so sent an urgent order for the landing force to turn back, postponing the actual landing operation.

That night, upon learning that his fleet had withdrawn, the commander-in-chief of the Japanese Combined Fleet, Yamamoto Isoroku, was greatly displeased, and immediately ordered Takagi Takeo to continue pursuing and engaging the enemy. But by then the opportunity had already been lost, and the Japanese aircraft failed to find any trace of the American fleet, and on May 10 all participating Japanese units withdrew.

The Battle of the Coral Sea began on the morning of May 6, 1942 and ended at 17:56 on May 8, lasting about 60-odd hours. On the American side, 66 aircraft, 1 supply ship, 1 destroyer, and the carrier “Lexington” were lost, and the carrier “Yorktown” was damaged, with 543 dead. On the Japanese side, 77 aircraft, 1 escort ship, 3 transports, and the light carrier “Shoho” were lost, and the carrier “Shokaku” was severely damaged and lost its combat capability, with 1,074 dead.

The Battle of the Coral Sea, on the surface, appeared to show that Japan had lost only 1 light carrier and 1 destroyer, whereas the Allies had lost 1 large carrier and 2 other warships — Japan’s losses were far lighter than America’s, and Japan achieved victory in this particular battle. However, the Battle of the Coral Sea forced Japan to delay, and ultimately abandon, its plan to advance south and attack Port Moresby. This battle blunted the ferocious edge of Japan’s advance in the southwest Pacific region, effectively checked its momentum of southward advance, and reversed the unfavorable situation of the Allies suffering repeated defeats. Moreover, in this battle, Japan lost a large number of carrier-based aircraft and pilots, and 2 carriers were unable to sortie again for a short period, causing Japan’s carrier strike strength to shrink by about one-third by the time of the Battle of Midway a month later — factors that all directly contributed to Japan’s defeat at the Battle of Midway.





III. Analysis

Overall, Japan achieved tactical victory at the Battle of the Coral Sea, while the United States won strategic victory. This battle had an important influence on the development of the overall strategic situation across the entire Pacific theater, and opened the prelude to the strategic turning point of the Pacific War in the Second World War. In this battle, aerial dogfighting and strikes exerted a powerful influence on, and even constrained, the very survival of surface combat forces; the contest for command of the air became an important form of combat in naval warfare, foreshadowing the imminent arrival of the “age of the aircraft carrier.” This offers us an important source of inspiration.


(1) Neglecting information and intelligence security, and a weak sense of secrecy, left Japan mired in a passive, reactive style of warfare

On January 20, 1942, the Japanese submarine “I-124” was sunk by depth charges near Darwin, Australia. At the time, the boat still had a complete set of code books and telegraph equipment aboard, and, according to regulations, once the submarine sank Japan should have immediately organized personnel to change its codes, to prevent intelligence leaks from being exploited by the enemy. But the Japanese failed to pay attention to this matter before the Battle of the Coral Sea, and the sunken code books instead drew intense American attention. Since the start of the war, the Americans had spared no effort and expense in seeking to crack Japan’s codes; the sinking of the “I-124” gave the Americans an excellent opportunity, as they dispatched the submarine “Seawolf” to successfully salvage various Japanese code books from the sunken vessel, thereby breaking the codes Japan used for command and communication in its operations, giving the Americans a grasp of the Japanese plan of attack on Port Moresby and the strategic layout and force deployment involved, allowing them to make preparations in advance of the battle and take up an appropriate posture to await it.

It can be said that even before the Battle of the Coral Sea began, Japan had already lost because of its weak awareness of information security and its poor handling of secrecy, which sealed its ultimate defeat.



(2) Failing to accurately grasp the battlefield situation, and misjudging the state of the battle, resulted in the Japanese repeatedly losing good opportunities to seize the initiative

At 09:00 on May 6, the Japanese mobile force received a reconnaissance report: “at bearing 192° from Deboyne, in waters 420 nautical miles distant, an enemy formation including aircraft carriers has been discovered.” Two carriers and two destroyers rapidly sailed south to search for and engage them, but when the fleet had advanced to about 70 nautical miles from the American Task Force 17, they received a report from the fleet commander, Takagi Takeo, on the state of the enemy: “our landing force has been discovered by the enemy; the enemy’s special task force will most likely reach the vicinity of the Louisiade Archipelago by tomorrow morning.” Based solely on this single piece of intelligence, the Japanese carrier task force did not dispatch further reconnaissance aircraft to conduct a thorough search of the waters where the enemy had originally been reported, and instead abandoned its southward advance to engage the enemy. Had the fleet commander at that moment calmly analyzed the battlefield situation, he would have seen that, because the American carrier task force had raided the Japanese-occupied Tulagi on May 4, in order to avoid being detected by the Japanese mobile force, it could not possibly risk sailing immediately toward the Louisiade Archipelago, and was most likely to first head south, then turn west — heading, in other words, toward the Louisiade Archipelago. Therefore, had a few more reconnaissance aircraft been dispatched to widen the search fan toward the south, there would have been a very good chance of seizing a favorable opportunity for battle.

Between 16:00 and 16:45 on May 7, owing to weather conditions, the group of Japanese aircraft flew past near the American carrier fleet without ever discovering the target. Had the Japanese aircraft, upon being intercepted by American fighters at that time, realized that, given the short combat range of carrier-based fighters, they could not possibly be operating too far from their mother ship, the American carriers would have needed to be within a radius of roughly a hundred nautical miles of that location. Had a thorough search been conducted in the surrounding area at that time, there would have been an excellent chance of locating the American carrier fleet.

On the night of May 8, both sides’ carrier fleets fought their decisive battle. The Japanese returning pilots greatly exaggerated their success, claiming that two American carriers had been sunk. The mobile force’s commander, Takagi Takeo, without dispatching further reconnaissance aircraft to confirm this result, decided to turn back, causing the South Seas Force’s commander, Inoue Shigeyoshi, to decide to have the landing force turn back as well, postponing the assault on Port Moresby, and Japan suffered a major strategic setback as a result. The actual situation at that time was that the Americans had only the “Yorktown” left, lightly damaged, its flight deck destroyed, its carrier-based aircraft barely able to take off, its combat capability greatly reduced, and its night-combat capability also inferior to that of Japan. Had Takagi Takeo, at that time, been able to accurately judge the situation, concentrated all his remaining combat strength to continue pressing his pursuit, and expanded the scope of the battle, there would have been an opportunity to completely wipe out the remaining American Task Force 17. Furthermore, had the pursuit succeeded in inflicting further damage on the American forces’ remnant strength, it would have affected the safety of the army’s landing operations, and the Japanese landing force could have sailed smoothly onward to seize Port Moresby — and had that succeeded, the entire course of the Pacific War might have unfolded quite differently.



(3) Inadequate tactical command capability, and improper handling of the situation as it developed, caused unnecessary heavy losses for the American forces

On the morning of the 6th, Fletcher combined the two carrier task forces under his command into one, forming Task Force 17. In the run-up to battle, concentrating his combat strength while also strengthening his defensive capability was, without question, correct, in keeping with the operational principle of “concentrating superior forces to destroy the enemy.” But on the 7th, Fletcher split his entire task force in two, with the carrier task force continuing to sail north in search of the enemy for a decisive engagement, while simultaneously dispatching 2 cruisers and 3 destroyers to form a separate task force heading northwest to intercept the Japanese landing force. Splitting the forces at this critical moment not only reduced the carrier task force’s own anti-air defensive strength, but also left the “Shoho,” a comparatively weakly defended target on the sea, without any carrier-based air cover at all, contributing to its subsequent sinking, and, when the Japanese launched a surprise attack against the fleet escorting the landing troops, it would be very difficult to avoid disaster.

In addition, mishandling of the emergency situation was the reason the “Lexington” sank, and this should not have happened. After the ship was struck, it had not sustained any fatal damage, its main engines could still turn over, and the ship was quickly able to restore its balance, with aircraft still able to take off normally as before. But at that time, the ship’s damage-control officer, Captain Howard Healy, believed the most urgent priority was to refuel his aircraft as quickly as possible, in order to guard against a further Japanese attack. He therefore opened the fuel lines and began refueling operations, with the result that, in the course of these operations, aviation fuel vapor that had leaked from a distorted fuel pipe filled the air within the ship, and, upon meeting sparks generated by an exploding generator, produced a series of massive explosions that finally caused the ship to sink. Had the commanding officer handled the emergency correctly, this heavy loss could have been avoided.

In the Battle of the Coral Sea, the United States had multiple air bases in the vicinity of the theater, with about 300 shore-based aircraft — far more than Japan possessed — but throughout the entire course of the battle, the coordination between the land-based air forces and the naval carrier task force never posed any significant threat to Japan. Owing to historical factors in the competition between the different branches of the armed services, and a lack of relevant joint-operations training, at that time the United States still had considerable gaps to close in army-navy and air-sea coordination. At the critical moment, naval commanders were unable to direct the operations of army aircraft, and the army’s own aircraft likewise had no idea how to coordinate with naval warships in battle. In this respect, Japan too suffered from the same problems and lessons.

But it is worth acknowledging that, after the fierce air-sea engagement, Fletcher accurately judged the state of the battlefield and decisively ordered a southward withdrawal, which, to a considerable degree, preserved American combat strength, and preserved for the future Battle of Midway a large body of personnel with rich carrier-combat experience.





Chapter 85: The Battle of Midway

(June 3–8, 1942)

The Battle of Midway, fought between the United States and Japan, was one of the more large-scale naval battles of the Pacific War during the Second World War. Together with the Battle of the Coral Sea one month earlier, it formed an important turning point in the Pacific War. In this naval battle, the United States, employing its advanced doctrine of carrier-based air power as the decisive naval weapon, defeated Japan’s outdated doctrine of the “big-gun battleship.” The contest for air superiority and the balance of power in the air came to determine the fate of forces at sea, making this one of the classic battles in the history of world naval warfare in which an inferior force defeated a superior one, and one well worth serious study by senior military commanders.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

On December 7, 1941, Japan launched its surprise attack on Pearl Harbor, and within just a few months had successfully occupied a vast swath of the southwest Pacific, including the Philippines, the Solomon Islands, and Guam. The American Pacific Fleet, with its fortunately surviving aircraft carriers as its core, formed a mixed task force and continued to carry out operations against the Japanese navy, achieving certain results, and at one point threatening the Marshall Islands, Gilbert Islands, and Wake Island, which Japan had occupied, and even the waters near the Japanese home islands themselves, subjecting Japan to enormous defensive pressure. Japan believed that, so long as it could not destroy the American Pacific Fleet within a short period of time, forcing it to negotiate, the United States would ultimately be able to draw on its economic strength and military potential to change the balance of the war and directly threaten Japan’s own security. Given this situation, Japan came to view the American Pacific Fleet as the greatest obstacle standing in the way of its successful occupation of the Pacific region — a thorn in its side it was eager to remove.

Located in the central Pacific, the island of Midway served as the gateway and shield for the Hawaiian Islands. Should Japan seize this island, it would directly threaten the most important American base in the Pacific region — Hawaii. Should Midway ever come under threat, the American Pacific Fleet, and in particular its carrier task force, would certainly rush to its relief, and Japan, relying on its superiority in the number of warships — especially aircraft carriers — it possessed, would then be able to annihilate the main strength of the American Pacific Fleet entirely. With these considerations in mind, Japan drew up a plan to attack Midway. However, this plan was temporarily shelved owing to strong opposition from certain powerful figures within Imperial General Headquarters.

On April 18, 1942, the United States dispatched 16 B-25 bombers to raid the Japanese home islands, bombing important cities including Tokyo, Osaka, and Nagoya, dealing a tremendous shock to Japan. Imperial General Headquarters ordered the navy to swiftly launch an offensive against Midway, striving to annihilate the main strength of the American Pacific Fleet, and to push the defensive perimeter forward to the line of Midway and the Aleutian Islands, ensuring the safety of the Japanese home islands.

To this end, the headquarters of the Japanese Combined Fleet formulated a detailed plan of operations in the latter part of April, conducting a map exercise from May 1 to 5 to further refine the details, and on May 5 Imperial General Headquarters formally approved the Midway campaign plan, codenamed “Operation MI.”

The Japanese plan of operations: Japan planned to advance along two routes. The main axis had Midway as its objective; the other, supporting, axis, would seize the Aleutian Islands’ Attu and Kiska islands, drawing off and dispersing American attention. The two routes would move in close coordination, mutually supporting one another, and, no matter which route the Combined Fleet’s main force intercepted, Japan would seize the opportunity to annihilate the enemy in a decisive engagement. Taking all factors into account, Japan set June 7 as the date for the landing operation against Midway. In order to achieve a comprehensive annihilation of the American Pacific Fleet, Japan committed nearly all of its naval and air strength, organizing it into six task forces. Yamamoto Isoroku formulated a detailed and rigorous plan for joint operations, specified as follows:


	Before June 2, the advance force’s submarines would establish three lines of surveillance — designated A, B, and C — in the waters between Midway and Hawaii, to detect American warships entering the anticipated theater of operations.


	On June 5, the mobile force would launch a surprise attack against Midway, annihilating the enemy air power on the island, and would then advance to the waters north of Midway, on one hand supporting the landing operation, and on the other guarding against the American fleet’s relief efforts.


	The landing force would seize Midway on June 7, with its escort force ready at all times to smash any American naval counterattack.


	The main force would arrive at a point about 600 nautical miles northwest of Midway by June 7, on one hand ready to provide fire support to the various units assaulting Midway, and on the other hand ready to engage the American fleet in a decisive naval battle, annihilating it in a single stroke. The main force would follow behind the mobile force, maintaining a one-day sailing interval. In the course of its advance, it would dispatch one screening force to move north, reaching a point about 500 nautical miles south of Kiska by June 7, while simultaneously supporting both the northern and southern axes of operation.


	The northern force’s submarines would first conduct reconnaissance of the American bases in the Aleutian Islands and on the Alaskan peninsula, and would establish a “T”-shaped screening line east of the operational theater, to guard against an American fleet attack from the east. The seaplane carriers under its command would begin air raids on Dutch Harbor from June 4, pinning down American forces there in coordination with the operations at the Midway theater, and would then support the landing force in seizing Kiska and Attu.




Order of Battle of the Japanese Navy (figures in parentheses indicate the number of carrier-based aircraft)









	Division
	Commander
	Force Composition





	Main Force
	Yamamoto Isoroku
	1 light carrier — Hosho (19)



	
	
	2 seaplane carriers — Chiyoda, Nisshin



	
	
	7 battleships — Yamato, Nagato, Mutsu, Ise, Hyuga, Fuso, Yamashiro



	
	
	3 light cruisers, 21 destroyers, 3 supply ships



	Landing Force (Midway Invasion Force)
	Kondo Nobutake
	1 light carrier — Zuiho (23)



	
	
	2 seaplane carriers — Chitose, Kamikawa Maru



	
	
	2 battleships — Kongo, Hiei



	
	
	8 heavy cruisers — Atago, Chokai, Myoko, Haguro, Kumano, Suzuya, Mikuma, Mogami



	
	
	2 light cruisers, 21 destroyers, 10 supply ships, 13 transports, minesweepers, submarine chasers, and patrol craft



	Mobile Force (1st Carrier Striking Force)
	Nagumo Chuichi
	4 large carriers — Akagi (63), Kaga (83), Hiryu (63), Soryu (63)



	
	
	2 battleships — Haruna, Kirishima



	
	
	2 heavy cruisers — Tone, Chikuma



	
	
	1 light cruiser, 12 destroyers, 8 supply ships



	Advance Force (Submarine Force)
	Komatsu Teruhisa
	18 submarines, 1 light cruiser, 2 submarine tenders



	Northern Force (Aleutian Force)
	Hosogaya Boshiro
	2 large carriers — Ryujo (37), Junyo (45)



	
	
	1 seaplane carrier — Kimikawa Maru



	
	
	3 heavy cruisers — Nachi, Maya, Takao



	
	
	2 light cruisers, 14 destroyers, 6 submarines, 4 minesweepers, 8 transports



	Land-Based Air Force
	Tsukahara
	More than 210 land-based combat aircraft





Order of Battle of the American Navy









	Division
	Commander
	Force Composition





	Task Force 16
	Spruance
	2 large carriers — Hornet (79), Enterprise (79)



	
	
	5 heavy cruisers, 1 light cruiser, 9 destroyers



	Task Force 17
	Fletcher
	1 large carrier — Yorktown (75)



	
	
	2 heavy cruisers, 6 destroyers



	Submarine Force
	—
	19 submarines



	North Pacific Force
	Theobald
	2 heavy cruisers, 3 light cruisers, 14 destroyers, 6 submarines, part of the land-based air force



	Land-Based Air Force
	—
	More than 115 land-based combat aircraft






	The land-based air force was to conduct broad search patrols in waters near the theater of operations, in order to discover the American carrier task force, and would carry out garrison and defense duties once Midway was occupied.



The American plan of operations: through the interception and decoding of Japanese naval communications, the American Pacific Fleet’s commander, Chester Nimitz, accurately determined that Japan’s imminent offensive target was Midway, and had also largely worked out the strength and direction of the attack Japan planned to use. Nimitz believed that, although Midway was more than 2,000 nautical miles from the American mainland, it was the gateway and screen of Hawaii and the American mainland, of considerable strategic importance; should it fall into Japanese hands, the threat to Hawaii and the American mainland would grow extremely severe. Accordingly, the Americans took corresponding countermeasures, mobilizing their forces to strengthen the defensive strength of the Midway region, and making thorough preparations to meet the coming attack.


	Strengthening the island’s defensive fortifications, and reinforcing the garrison strength. By June 3, the United States had deployed 120 combat aircraft on Midway, with 3,000 officers and men stationed there.


	Constructing a submarine reconnaissance and picket line. The United States dispatched a total of 19 submarines to establish three arc-shaped submarine reconnaissance and picket lines northwest of Midway, patrolling north and south. Of these, one submarine was positioned in the waters 300 nautical miles west of Midway; three submarines were deployed in the waters 150 nautical miles west of Midway, on separate sectors of patrol; and six submarines were deployed in the waters 150 nautical miles northwest of Midway, patrolling from southwest to northwest in an arc formation; a further two submarines patrolled the waters northwest of Midway, with the remaining submarines deployed in the waters near Hawaii.


	Organizing the carrier task forces. After the outbreak of the Pacific War, the United States had deployed five carriers in the Pacific theater, but the Battle of the Coral Sea had cost it the “Lexington” sunk, and the “Yorktown” and “Saratoga” were also damaged — the “Saratoga” having been struck by a Japanese submarine torpedo, and was undergoing major repairs at an American mainland shipyard; only the “Hornet” and “Enterprise” remained fully intact. To meet the demands of the coming operation, American shipyard repair crews worked around the clock, and, in just three days, completed repairs on the “Yorktown,” which would otherwise have required three months. Nimitz ordered Task Force 16 and Task Force 17 to move swiftly into the Midway theater. On June 2, the two carrier task forces rendezvoused in waters near 32° North, 173° East, forming a combined task force, with Fletcher as overall commander and Spruance as carrier task force commander. On June 4, the task forces moved into position northeast of Midway to lie in ambush, ready to deliver a devastating blow against the flank of the Japanese fleet.


	Reinforcing the North Pacific Force, strengthening the defense of the Aleutian Islands. Based on intelligence, the Americans judged that Attu and the Alaskan peninsula were also part of Japan’s Midway campaign plan; although Japan’s main intention did not lie there, it would nonetheless need to dispatch some of its forces to support and strengthen the defense of that direction as well.




Comparison of the two sides’ forces: in this campaign, Japan committed almost the entirety of its available naval combat strength, with the participating warships including: 11 battleships, 8 aircraft carriers, 5 seaplane carriers, 13 heavy cruisers, 9 light cruisers, 68 destroyers, 24 submarines, and 21 supply and transport ships of various types, along with a number of smaller vessels, totaling more than 200 warships of various types, with 396 carrier-based aircraft, plus about 210 land-based combat aircraft.

The United States likewise mobilized every naval combat force it could bring to bear, including: 3 aircraft carriers, 9 heavy cruisers, 4 light cruisers, 29 destroyers, and 25 submarines, totaling 70 warships of various types, with 233 carrier-based aircraft, plus about 115 land-based combat aircraft.

Comparison of the Main Combat Forces the United States and Japan Committed to the Battle of Midway (Including the Aleutian Islands Front)




	Category
	Japan
	United States





	Large aircraft carriers
	6
	3



	Light aircraft carriers
	2
	0



	Seaplane carriers
	5
	0



	Battleships
	11
	0



	Heavy cruisers
	13
	9



	Light cruisers
	9
	4



	Destroyers
	68
	29



	Submarines
	24
	25



	Carrier-based aircraft
	396
	233



	Land-based combat aircraft
	210
	115





Comparison of the Main Combat Forces the United States and Japan Committed to the Midway Theater Itself




	Category
	Japan
	United States





	Large aircraft carriers
	6
	3



	Light aircraft carriers
	2
	0



	Seaplane carriers
	4
	0



	Battleships
	11
	0



	Heavy cruisers
	10
	7



	Light cruisers
	6
	1



	Destroyers
	53
	14



	Submarines
	18
	19



	Carrier-based aircraft
	314
	233








II. Course of the Battle

On May 27, 1942, Japan’s Navy Day, the Japanese mobile force departed its anchorage at Hashirajima on the home islands, setting out for the Midway theater. The northern force set out in batches from Ominato naval port on Honshu island between May 26 and 28, passing through the Tsugaru Strait toward the north Pacific. The landing force set out from Saipan, Guam, and Kwajalein between May 28 and 29, advancing toward Midway; and the main force, personally commanded by Combined Fleet commander-in-chief Yamamoto Isoroku, also departed Hashirajima on May 29.

Meanwhile, the American forces, having already made thorough preparations to meet the enemy, dispatched their two carrier task forces from Pearl Harbor on May 28 and 29 respectively, rendezvoused and formed a combined carrier task force on June 2, and by June 4 had moved into their pre-designated ambush position, lying in wait. The Battle of Midway was on the verge of erupting.


(1) The Aleutian Islands Theater (02:43, June 3 – dawn, June 8, 1942)

At 02:43 on June 3, 1942, the Japanese northern force, tasked with attacking the Aleutian Islands, sailed to a point about 180 nautical miles southwest of Dutch Harbor a day ahead of schedule, and began organizing an air raid against the port. In the first wave of the raid, of the 28 carrier-based aircraft launched by the carrier “Junyo,” some were unable to locate their targets ashore because of weather conditions, and returned without result; the 17 carrier-based aircraft launched by the “Ryujo” successfully broke through and struck part of their targets at Dutch Harbor, and, on the return flight, encountered five American destroyers and two patrol vessels. Between 05:45 and 07:50 on June 3, the Japanese launched 45 aircraft for a second raid, but, due to worsening weather, were forced to turn back. Because the first two attacks had failed to effectively destroy American installations and warships, the commanding officer, Kakuta Kakuji, decided to carry out a third raid. Before the air raid could be launched, the carrier task force received an electronic message from Yamamoto that the Midway theater required its rapid southward movement to rendezvous with Nagumo’s mobile force. At this point, Kakuta believed his preparations for a further raid had already been completed, and that the targets at Dutch Harbor had not yet been fully destroyed, and so decided to carry out the third air raid before heading south. On June 5, between 11:40 and 12:04, the Japanese first launched 30 carrier-based aircraft to raid Dutch Harbor, and by 15:30 the strike group had returned and the carrier force turned south. En route, upon receiving Yamamoto’s order, it returned to the Aleutian Islands theater, and continued carrying out its original operational plan.

At this point, because the situation at the Midway theater had turned critical for Japan, the Combined Fleet had at first decided to postpone the Aleutian Islands campaign, and had ordered the northern force’s landing transport group to turn back; but afterward, on the recommendation of the assembled staff, it decided to proceed as originally planned. At 13:00 on June 6, the Combined Fleet issued the order “resume the Aleutian Islands operation, the landing date is set for June 8.” On the night of the 7th, into the dawn of the 8th, Japanese forces landed at Kiska and Attu without encountering any resistance.

Throughout the entire Aleutian Islands theater of operations, American ground installations came under attack, with some warehouses, barracks, and vehicle depots destroyed, and a number of vessels bombed, while Japan lost 8 aircraft.



(2) The Midway Theater

Phase One: The Initial Engagement (01:30 – 05:20, June 5)

At 01:30 on June 5, after several days of forced-march sailing, the Japanese mobile force advanced to a point 315° northwest, 210 nautical miles from Midway. Nagumo dispatched 7 aircraft to conduct a fan-shaped search of the sea within 300 nautical miles east-southeast of the fleet, but discovered no trace of enemy warship activity. Nagumo decided to proceed with the planned raid on Midway as scheduled, and ordered the first strike wave of 108 aircraft to take off, flying toward Midway at a baseline altitude of 1,500 meters, while also dispatching 9 fighters to fly cover for the fleet’s own air defense.

At the same time, the American forces on Midway, having already made thorough preparations to meet the enemy, scrambled 26 aircraft to intercept the incoming Japanese aircraft, but, because of inferior performance, were shot down or damaged to the tune of 24 aircraft, failing to effectively stop the Japanese air raid. Most of Midway’s fixed installations were destroyed, but the rest of the aircraft on the island had already left the airfield beforehand and thus were preserved. At 02:52, an American reconnaissance aircraft discovered Nagumo’s mobile force at a bearing of 320°, 180 nautical miles from Midway. Between 03:10 and 03:15, 38 aircraft standing by on the airfield took off to attack the Japanese fleet; the 15 B-17 bombers of the Midway landing force that had originally been assigned to bomb Japanese landing forces also turned to head for the Japanese carrier fleet. From 04:00 to 05:20, the American land-based air forces on Midway carried out four separate assaults on the Japanese mobile force, but because their pilots’ combat skills were relatively weak, they failed to score a single hit on their target, while losing more than half their own strength. In this first clash between the two sides, Japan achieved victory, and, as a result, developed a degree of complacent overconfidence, neglecting the crushing disaster that was about to befall it, and failing to take timely, effective countermeasures.

Phase Two: The Air-Sea Decisive Battle (04:00, June 5 – night of the 5th)

Not long after dispatching the first wave of aircraft to attack Midway, the Japanese mobile force commander, Nagumo, following the original plan, ordered the 103 carrier-based aircraft remaining aboard his four carriers to form a second strike wave, with 43 of the strike aircraft armed with torpedoes, in order to deal with any American carrier fleet that might appear. At 04:00, news arrived from the first strike wave that the results of the raid had been unsatisfactory, and had failed to effectively destroy the main strength of Midway’s air defenses. Immediately after this, news arrived that American land-based aircraft were approaching to attack, and the previously dispatched reconnaissance aircraft had, up to this point, made no discoveries at all. Nagumo therefore judged, after analyzing the battlefield situation, that there were no American carriers in the vicinity of his own fleet, and that the American land-based air forces on Midway were currently the greatest threat, and so he ordered the second strike wave — currently standing by, armed with torpedoes — to have its torpedoes removed and replaced with 800-kilogram bombs, while the bombers were to be re-armed with 250-kilogram bombs, in order to attack ground targets.

However, at 04:28, a reconnaissance aircraft searching toward the northeast, without having yet determined the nature of the target, hastily reported to Nagumo: “have discovered what appears to be 10 enemy warships, at bearing 10°, 240 nautical miles distant, on a heading of 150°.” Fearing that an American carrier might be among them, which would pose an enormous threat to his own forces, Nagumo ordered the second strike wave’s

attack aircraft, which were still in the process of being re-armed with bombs to attack the enemy fleet, to instead keep their torpedoes loaded in preparation for an attack against the warships. This caused chaos on the decks of the Japanese carriers — the torpedoes and bombs that had already been removed had not yet been returned to the magazines, and were instead simply piled up on the flight deck. At 05:20, the reconnaissance aircraft sent back an ambiguous report: “the enemy formation appears to include one aircraft carrier.” Nagumo judged that, in this situation of close proximity to the enemy, it would be better to be safe than sorry, and that the second strike wave must be launched before Midway’s air raid could resume, to destroy this enemy carrier task force first. But because it would take two hours to swap the torpedoes on the Japanese aircraft back out for bombs, and because the first strike wave’s aircraft were, by this time, returning and running low on fuel, needing to land urgently, at 05:30, after much hesitation, Nagumo ordered that the second strike wave’s aircraft first be sent below to the hangar deck, in order to recover the first strike wave’s aircraft first, and then to quickly head north, to prepare, once refueling and torpedo loading were complete, to reorganize an attack against the American fleet. It was not until 06:00 that the Japanese finished recovering their aircraft. And at this very moment, American carrier-based aircraft were quietly closing in, and danger was imminent.

As the defending side, the American forces had received a reconnaissance report as early as 02:52 on June 5, learning that Nagumo’s mobile force was in waters 200 nautical miles to their southwest. But considering that the combat radius of his own torpedo bombers was only 175 nautical miles, Fletcher decided to personally lead the “Yorktown” carrier east, to recover the reconnaissance aircraft sent out earlier, while ordering Spruance to continue sailing his other two carriers southwest to close the distance. At 04:00, Spruance calculated that his own fleet was no less than 170 nautical miles from the Japanese mobile force, and that the Japanese first strike wave was just about due to land at this time. The Americans quickly seized the opportunity, and between 04:02 and 05:06 launched 60 and 57 aircraft respectively from the “Hornet” and “Enterprise” carriers, forming four flight groups heading toward the target. In another development, Task Force 17 under Fletcher’s command had, by 03:45, completed recovery of its own reconnaissance aircraft, and immediately turned to catch up with Task Force 16. Because Japan’s other three carriers had not yet been discovered, Fletcher held the “Yorktown’s” aircraft in readiness to deal with these targets. It was not until 05:30 that the Japanese

’s other carriers were discovered, and Fletcher therefore ordered half the aircraft remaining aboard the “Yorktown,” 35 in total, to take off and form a fifth strike group.

Because Nagumo’s mobile force had turned to sail north, the American high-altitude dive-bomber group failed to find its target in the pre-designated search area and was forced to turn back, while the low-altitude torpedo-bomber group discovered the target at 06:20, but, because of the poor performance of the aircraft and their lack of fighter escort, were shot down before they could even launch their torpedoes. At 06:38, the “Enterprise’s” low-altitude torpedo-bomber group arrived over the Japanese fleet, and its 15 torpedo bombers, split into two groups, attacked from both flanks, but only a single torpedo hit was scored, and only 1 aircraft made it back. The high-altitude dive-bomber group, after a prolonged search, at around 07:00 discovered the Japanese mobile force. Its 33 dive bombers, split into 4 groups, concentrated their attack on the Japanese carriers “Akagi” and “Kaga.” Because most of the Japanese fighters tasked with combat air patrol at the time were at low altitude, and, with their fuel running low, the remaining fighters had also relaxed their air-defense vigilance after having just fended off the low-altitude torpedo-bomber attack. At 07:23, the American aircraft suddenly plunged into their dive-bombing runs; taken utterly by surprise, the “Kaga” was struck by 4 bombs, and the “Akagi” was struck by 2. At this point, the two carriers had large numbers of aircraft and torpedoes scattered across their decks, refueling and rearming, and the fierce fires ignited by the bombs set off the scattered ordnance, producing a chain of catastrophic explosions. In the end, the “Kaga” sank at 16:25, and the “Akagi” sank at 01:55 the following day. Finally, the “Yorktown’s” carrier group, the last to arrive at the battle, attacked the “Soryu” from Nagumo’s right flank; at 07:25, the ship was struck by 3 bombs, and, like the two carriers sunk previously, suffered a chain reaction of explosions, and sank at 16:13 that same day. By this point, the Japanese mobile force’s four large carriers had only the “Hiryu” left.

Japan swiftly organized a counterattack. At 07:58, 18 Japanese dive bombers and 6 fighters formed a first strike wave and, following the retreating American aircraft, headed toward the “Yorktown.” At 08:50, fierce air combat erupted over the American fleet; the Americans dispatched 28 fighters to intercept, but the Japanese still had 6 dive bombers successfully penetrate the defenses, scoring 3 bomb hits on the “Yorktown,” causing light damage. At 10:30, the Japanese formed their remaining 18 aircraft into a second strike wave and launched another attack. At 11:28, 4 aircraft broke through the American defenses and launched 4 torpedoes at the “Yorktown,” 2 of which struck the ship, but the vessel did not sink immediately, and was towed by other ships as it attempted to return to Pearl Harbor.

Just as the Japanese aircraft were attacking the “Yorktown,” American reconnaissance aircraft discovered the Japanese carrier “Hiryu,” and Fletcher accordingly decided to strike with maximum force. Between 12:30 and 13:03, the Americans launched two waves totaling 41 aircraft toward the Japanese mobile force. At 13:45, the first wave of 25 dive bombers launched their attack, scoring 4 bomb hits on the “Hiryu,” inflicting fatal damage; the ship ultimately sank on the morning of the 6th.

Phase Three: Exploiting Victory in Pursuit (dawn, June 6 – dusk, June 7)

Because of the crushing losses sustained, and with defeat now certain, Japan’s supreme commander, Yamamoto Isoroku, ordered all participating units to withdraw westward. The American forces seized this opportunity to launch a pursuit.

On the night of the 5th, an American submarine discovered the Japanese vessels straggling at the rear of the fleet, and organized a tracking and continuous reporting effort. On the morning of the 6th, the remaining 12 dive bombers of the American Midway forces launched three separate strikes against this group, but without significant result. At this point, the American carrier task force was located about 130 nautical miles northeast of Midway; upon receiving the battle report, the American commander Spruance decided to attack the Japanese warships closest to his own position in the northwest — the badly damaged carrier “Hiryu” and its escorting destroyer “Tanikaze.” The first wave of strike aircraft, upon reaching the target area, found no carrier to attack (the carrier had already sunk), and returned without result. At dawn on the 7th, reconnaissance aircraft from the American carrier task force discovered the damaged straggling group’s Japanese heavy cruisers “Mogami” and “Mikuma,” along with two escorting destroyers, and successively dispatched three waves of aircraft to attack them, causing severe damage to the “Mikuma,” which sank as a result.

After thorough analysis of the entire battlefield situation, Spruance judged that the area where the American carrier task force was located might well have Japanese submarines lurking nearby, and, being relatively close to Japanese-held Wake Island, was vulnerable to attack from Japanese land-based air forces; his own pilots had already been fighting continuously for three days and were extremely fatigued. He therefore exercised caution, and, on the evening of the 7th, ordered the American carrier task force to sail northeast, withdrawing from the theater.

Although the Japanese fleet had already withdrawn westward, its commander, Yamamoto Isoroku, unwilling to accept defeat, still hoped to lure the American forces near Wake Island, where he intended to personally lead his main force in a decisive engagement with the American fleet. But unfortunately for him, the moment the American forces saw an opportunity, they promptly withdrew, denying Japan the chance to realize this scheme. With this, the Battle of Midway came to an end.

In the Battle of Midway (including the Aleutian Islands theater), the United States lost 1 aircraft carrier, 1 destroyer, and 147 aircraft, with 307 casualties; Japan, meanwhile, lost 4 aircraft carriers and 1 heavy cruiser, with 6 other warships damaged, 52 aircraft shot down, and 280 aircraft lost along with their carriers as they sank beneath the waves, with 3,507 casualties. The United States achieved a decisive victory, and Japan suffered a crushing defeat.





III. Analysis

This naval battle offers us inspiration in many respects. First, it displayed an entirely new form of warfare, marking the end of the age of the “big-gun battleship,” with the newly ascendant aircraft carrier now representing the primary striking power at sea. Second, the contest for command of the air, and the striking of ships from the air, became the primary form of combat at sea; the position of a whole series of supporting actions — naval reconnaissance, screening, mobile operations, and so on — rose dramatically in importance. Third, concentrating superior forces to annihilate the enemy piecemeal remains an unbreakable truth even in naval warfare, and became an important component of operational conduct. This battle deserves to become a classic case study that senior military commanders study and review again and again.


(1) The American victory owed much to innovation in operational thinking and tactical methods. It was precisely because the United States drew profound lessons from the Pearl Harbor disaster that it was able to break free from the constraints of the doctrine of “victory decided by the battle line,” reforming its naval tactics, and ultimately winning final victory

As early as the beginning of the 20th century, American naval operational thinking, like that of the other great naval powers, was deeply influenced by the doctrine of the “big-gun battleship.” In formulating its “Rainbow Plan,” a response to a hypothetical challenge from a great naval power, its basic assumption at the time was that the navy’s battle fleet would, after the outbreak of war, cross the Pacific and fight a Jutland-style decisive naval battle against the Japanese combined fleet in the western Pacific, thereby winning the war. Accordingly, the United States spared no effort in building large battleships equipped with large-caliber guns as its principal weapon. But after the catastrophic losses suffered at Pearl Harbor, the American Pacific Fleet’s main battle line had nearly ceased to exist, and it could no longer conduct operations centered on the battle line as originally anticipated before the war, and could only rely on its few remaining aircraft carriers as its main striking force.

Once again, history demonstrated that the defeated draw lessons, and it is often those who have been defeated who go on to sum up the most valuable experience. The Americans drew profound lessons from their defeat at Pearl Harbor, earnestly summarizing the experience of the Battle of the Coral Sea, and, based on the new circumstances and new features of naval combat, developed innovative operational tactics, discarding the outdated thinking that victory was decided by the battle line, and coming to recognize the important role that aircraft carriers and their carrier-based air forces would play in future naval warfare. In the Battle of Midway, the United States firmly rejected the decisive doctrine of the “big-gun battleship,” and resolutely and unwaveringly organized its naval air power around aircraft carriers as the core, recognizing that seizing air superiority was the first priority for controlling the seas, thereby winning the naval battle.

Although Japan too had the successful experience of using carrier-based air power in its surprise attack on Pearl Harbor, there were still many within its own naval command who believed carrier-based air power was too fragile, unable to withstand a real fight because its mother ship was too vulnerable, and could not serve as the central striking force in naval warfare; the doctrine of victory decided by the battle line still held sway among the senior ranks of the Japanese navy. Under the influence of this thinking, in its operational deployment for this campaign, Japan planned to use its mobile force to attack Midway, both to weaken the enemy and to serve as bait to draw out the main strength of the American forces, so that its own main force, centered on the battle line, could subsequently engage in a decisive naval battle. For this reason, in its operational deployment for the campaign, Japan was unwilling to have its aircraft carriers lead the way in confronting the enemy, and instead placed the battle-line force in the rear to ensure its own safety.

Because Japan failed to seriously study and draw lessons from the experience of the earlier phase of the war, it failed to make proper use of aircraft carriers as the main strike force in naval combat, properly deploying its battleships and cruisers and other auxiliary combat strength, and organizing them into balanced task forces with attack and defense capability, which, to a considerable degree, could have made up for the losses caused by faulty intelligence and improper command. Viewed from this angle, Japan’s rigid, conservative thinking on military affairs was the deep underlying cause of the crushing defeat it suffered in the Battle of Midway.



(2) The precondition for American victory was accurate and timely intelligence reconnaissance and collection. It was precisely because the United States accurately and promptly grasped Japan’s plan of operations and force deployment that it was able to plan its strategy with complete confidence, deploy its forces with foresight, and seize the initiative to defeat the enemy

Nimitz once remarked, after the war, on the intelligence situation before the battle: “The United States had broken Japan’s coded telegraphic communications, so we had a complete grasp of the intelligence concerning Japan’s plan of attack. The intelligence we obtained included the general outline of the Japanese naval order of battle, its approach direction, and the approximate date it intended to launch its attack. It was precisely because we had a clear grasp of the enemy’s situation in advance that American victory was even possible.” Making use of the Japanese naval code they had broken during the Battle of the Coral Sea, American forces largely grasped Japan’s Combined Fleet’s plan of operations and force deployment for the Midway campaign by mid-May. Accordingly, the American commander, Nimitz, was able to plan his strategy with confidence, concentrating his own combat strength on the flank of the direction from which the Japanese mobile force would approach northeast of Midway, in anticipation of achieving surprise. In this campaign, the American forces thoroughly absorbed the lesson of inadequate reconnaissance at the Battle of the Coral Sea, and intensified their efforts at wartime tactical reconnaissance. Starting several days before the battle began, the Americans dispatched aircraft and submarines to conduct extensive patrols and surveillance within a 700-nautical-mile radius of Midway. At the time, American seaplanes were insufficient in number to meet the demands of high-intensity patrol and warning duties, and Nimitz ordered that some of the aircraft assigned to combat air patrol duty be reassigned to reinforce this effort. American submarine reconnaissance operations were also carried out more thoroughly than Japan’s own — the Japanese landing force was discovered by an American submarine the very moment it set sail on May 27. As the campaign progressed, the American carriers further strengthened their tactical reconnaissance, dispatching the maximum number of carrier-based aircraft possible for aerial reconnaissance at the outer limits of their combat range. At 12:00 on June 5, after the Japanese mobile force’s three carriers had already been dealt crushing blows, the Americans dispatched 10 reconnaissance aircraft from the “Yorktown” to conduct a further thorough search for the last remaining carrier, one of which discovered and reported the precise position of the “Hiryu,” ultimately leading to the annihilation of all four of the mobile force’s carriers. It can be said that accurate and timely intelligence reconnaissance provided a reliable guarantee for the American victory at the Battle of Midway.

By contrast, Japan not only failed to draw the lesson of the Battle of the Coral Sea regarding the need for intelligence secrecy, and failed to change its telegraphic codes in time to strengthen the security of its intelligence and information, it also failed to organize a sufficiently strong tactical reconnaissance effort. As early as late May, when the American carrier task force received Nimitz’s order and returned to Pearl Harbor from the South Pacific theater in preparation for participating in the Battle of Midway, Japan’s intelligence departments completely failed to notice this movement. On May 15, a Japanese reconnaissance aircraft discovered the American two-carrier task force sailing west in the waters south of the Marshall Islands, and reported this to Combined Fleet headquarters, but the Japanese commander took it for granted that the American carrier task force was still active in the Solomon Islands theater.

In addition, the Japanese advance force’s submarines were, according to plan, supposed to establish three surveillance lines — designated A, B, and C — in the waters between Midway and Hawaii before June 2, in order to give advance warning of any movement by American naval forces. But apart from one submarine that arrived on schedule, the rest all arrived late, not moving into their designated waters until between the 4th and 5th. And the American 16th and 17th Task Forces had already passed through this Japanese picket line before June 2, entirely without Japan’s knowledge. In this way, based on a series of inaccurate enemy-situation reports, the Japanese Combined Fleet command made its decisions with excessive confidence, forming a mistaken assessment of the battlefield situation, namely: ① that the Americans had not yet detected Japan’s plan of attack; ② that the American special task force was not active in the waters near Midway; and ③ that it could raid Midway, annihilate the enemy’s land-based air forces, and then depart the Aleutian waters. It was precisely on the basis of this inaccurate intelligence and mistaken judgment that Nagumo’s mobile force made its decisions, and, as a result, fell into a passive position in the Battle of Midway, sustaining crushing losses. Moreover, in the course of the battle, because Nagumo was worried that dispatching too many reconnaissance aircraft would affect his own strike capability, Japan also failed to organize a sufficient and effective wartime tactical reconnaissance effort. At 04:28 on June 5, a Japanese reconnaissance aircraft in the first strike wave discovered the American carrier task force, but, within an hour of the discovery, only reported: “have discovered what appears to be 10 enemy warships.” It was not until nearly an hour later that it finally transmitted the more precise intelligence: “the enemy formation appears to include 1 aircraft carrier.” One can well imagine how, given such intelligence, the Japanese commander could possibly have made the correct decision.



(3) The American victory owed much to the concentration of forces in campaign deployment. It was precisely because of the American commander’s decisive resolve to concentrate his forces in their employment, bringing together his aircraft carriers and other combat strength for concentrated use, that he was able to form local superiority of forces and annihilate the enemy

On this point, the American commander Nimitz expressed it very incisively: “However good the reliable intelligence the American navy possessed, if the Japanese fleet had concentrated its use of forces, no matter how lucky or capable America might have been, it would have been extremely difficult to rely on our three aircraft carriers to defeat Japan’s eight carriers, eleven battleships, and a large number of supporting warships.”

After thoroughly analyzing and reflecting on the various pieces of intelligence obtained on Japan’s plan to attack Midway, and after comprehensive analysis and deep consideration of the various pieces of relevant intelligence, Nimitz decisively made up his mind to concentrate his forces in their use. He urgently ordered Task Force 16, with the “Enterprise” and “Hornet” as its core, and Task Force 17, with the “Yorktown” as its core, to make all haste from the southwest Pacific to Hawaii, deploying all his forces at the same time in the waters north of Midway. He also directed that, while the three carriers each maintained a certain interval of dispersal to prevent them from coming under simultaneous attack, they were to be brought under unified command to coordinate their actions closely with one another, providing mutual support. Throughout the entire course of the naval battle, the American offensive and defensive operations consistently maintained the concentrated use of forces, and coordinated the deployment of submarine forces and land-based air power according to the needs of the operation.

Although Japan’s naval air-sea combat strength far exceeded America’s, Yamamoto Isoroku instead adopted the divided-force tactics he had habitually relied on in previous naval operations. Japan divided its forces into two routes, one directed at the Midway theater, the other at the Aleutian Islands theater, in an attempt to draw off and disperse American attention through the diversionary action toward the Aleutian Islands. Such a deployment was, strategically speaking, entirely unnecessary, and was, if anything, a superfluous flourish. Should Japan prevail at the Midway theater, the United States would have no choice but to retreat to the eastern Pacific, and the Aleutian Islands would naturally fall as well; but should Japan be defeated at Midway, occupying the Aleutian Islands would carry no great significance either. Viewed from the standpoint of the campaign as a whole, launching operations simultaneously along two axes would inevitably lead to a dispersal of forces, and, sacrificing the favorable condition of concentrated force in exchange for containing the American forces — a hope that events proved to be worth little — has already been demonstrated by history to have been not worthwhile. Had Japan committed all eight of its aircraft carriers to the Midway theater, the outcome of this battle might well have been rewritten entirely. Even in the Midway direction alone, Yamamoto further divided his forces into three groups and seven task forces, scattering his activity across a broad expanse of ocean, causing his forces to be caught unable to reinforce one another at the critical moment when American forces concentrated their attack against his mobile force. This kind of dispersed force deployment created an excellent opportunity for the American forces to deal a heavy blow to the Japanese mobile force, sinking four of Japan’s aircraft carriers.



(4) Japan’s defeat can be attributed to a mindset of arrogant conceit and boastful contempt for the enemy. It was precisely because Japan, from top to bottom, harbored blind contempt for its enemy, believing itself invariably correct, and grew careless and inattentive, that it failed to accurately judge the enemy’s situation, ultimately sustaining crushing losses

After the outbreak of the Pacific War, Japan’s southward advance had proceeded extremely smoothly, and its naval combined fleet grew ever more arrogant and unrestrained, sweeping across the Pacific and Indian Oceans. From top to bottom throughout the Japanese armed forces — and especially among its senior officer corps — a mentality of arrogant conceit and boastful contempt for the enemy took root and grew. In formulating its plan of operations before the battle, the fleet commander even remarked: “In this operation, our greatest concern is that the enemy might not wish to engage our fleet in battle, refusing to come out from their base to fight.” This mindset of contempt for the enemy caused the high command to substitute subjective wishful thinking for objective reality in formulating its plan of operations. Japan’s high command believed that, should the Americans learn that Japan intended to attack the Aleutian Islands, they would certainly conclude that Japan’s main direction of attack was toward the Aleutian Islands, and would dispatch their fleet north to reinforce it, in this way falling into the trap of Japan’s two-pronged pincer. But in reality, the Americans had already obtained accurate intelligence well in advance that Japan intended to advance on Midway, and so, when the Aleutian Islands direction came under Japanese attack, Nimitz remained unmoved, and his main fleet continued to lie concealed, waiting for battle.

In addition, this mindset of contempt for the enemy also caused Japan’s senior command to neglect the security of its own operational plan; some even went so far as to say: “People are always talking about the need to keep secrets, but in fact, letting a bit of it leak out doesn’t matter at all. If the Americans should come out to fight, so much the better — then we can wipe them out effortlessly, the way an eagle snatches a chicken.”

It can thus be seen that this mindset of contempt for the enemy, born of arrogance and conceit, had already thoroughly permeated the thinking and conduct of Japan’s officers and men. As a result, Japan, in its actual conduct of operations, neglected intelligence reconnaissance, failed to conduct careful thinking and planning across every stage of its operations, often conflating hope with reality, and subjectively and arbitrarily believed that it would surely win — and when it encountered an American adversary that had made thorough, careful preparations and awaited it with composure, the result could only be a crushing defeat.



(5) Japan’s defeat can be attributed to indecisive and hesitant command decisions on the part of its commanding officer. It was precisely because the Japanese commanding officer, faced with a complex situation, made repeated erroneous decisions, hesitating and vacillating, that Japan lost excellent opportunities on the battlefield, and was ultimately maneuvered into a passive, losing position

At the critical moment, errors in the Japanese commander’s tactical command had a severe impact on the course and outcome of the entire Midway campaign. After the Japanese mobile force dispatched its first strike wave to attack the ground targets on Midway, in order to be ready to attack any American carrier task force that might appear, it organized the remaining 103 aircraft into a second strike wave. But upon receiving the report that the results of the first strike wave’s bombing had been unsatisfactory, the commanding officer, Nagumo, without careful deliberation, and without dispatching a sufficient number of reconnaissance aircraft to thoroughly search the surrounding waters, judged that there was no American carrier activity nearby, and rashly ordered the torpedoes on the second strike wave’s aircraft replaced with bombs. This mistaken decision planted the seeds for the catastrophic disaster that would befall Japan several hours later. Then, when the reconnaissance aircraft reported that the results of the raid appeared to be less effective than a torpedo attack would have been, Nagumo ordered the second strike wave’s aircraft to have their weapons switched back to torpedoes, and, after repeated hesitation, decided to first send the aircraft from the second strike wave, still loaded with bombs, back down to the hangar deck, and then quickly move north, in order to give priority to refueling and recovering the returning aircraft of the first strike wave, before reorganizing an attack against the American carrier fleet. At this critical juncture in the battle, Nagumo made the most fatal error of judgment of all, forfeiting the last opportunity to destroy the American fleet, and placing himself in an extremely passive position.

At this point, had Japan resolutely committed its aircraft, even if the effect of a bombing attack would have been inferior to that of a torpedo attack, it would still have inflicted at least some damage on the Americans. Moreover, since American aircraft could arrive to attack at any moment, it would have been far better to sortie and attack than to sit passively on the carrier deck and await destruction, exposing both the aircraft and the carrier itself to grave danger. By contrast, the American commander gave proper commands, seizing the opportunity to attack decisively, achieving a resounding victory. It can thus be said that the ebb and flow of a battlefield situation is fickle and unpredictable, and that victory or defeat in war does not always belong to the side with greater strength — success or failure, to a very great degree, depends on the battlefield commander’s ability to respond flexibly and nimbly to changing circumstances, and to seize and exploit fleeting opportunities on the battlefield.

The Battle of Midway was Japan’s first crushing defeat since it was defeated by the combined forces of China and Korea in 1592. As a result of this battle, Japan suffered catastrophic losses, losing command of the air over the Pacific, and this laid the groundwork for its ultimate, complete loss of command of the sea as well. After this campaign, Japan no longer had the strength to launch large-scale operations, giving the American Pacific Fleet a precious period of respite in which to accumulate and organize its strength. The Battle of Midway was the second major naval battle of great significance to erupt during the strategic-stalemate phase of the American-Japanese conflict, and, together with the Battle of the Coral Sea one month earlier, it formed the turning point of the Pacific War, marking the moment the United States entered its phase of strategic counteroffensive.





Chapter 86: The Battle of Leyte Gulf

(October 20–28, 1944)

The Battle of Leyte Gulf, fought between the United States and Japan, was the last great naval battle of the Pacific War during the Second World War, and was also the largest naval battle in human history. After this battle, Japan’s remaining naval combat strength was almost entirely destroyed, and it no longer had the capacity to launch large-scale naval operations, and the initiative in the Pacific theater fell completely into Allied hands.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

After the naval battle in the Mariana Islands in 1944, Japan lost the “Absolute National Defense Zone” it had painstakingly built up, causing it to approach the point of collapse; the combined fleet also sustained a devastating blow, and the total number of aircraft carriers, battleships, cruisers, destroyers, and submarines it had left numbered only 165, at less than 880,000 tons — while the United States possessed more than 791 warships of the same categories, at 3.52 million tons. In overall strength, the comparison was stark: Japan’s naval strength was now less than one-quarter of America’s, and Japan found itself in an absolutely disadvantageous position. Because of the destructive effect of American submarine commerce raiding and surface-vessel attacks, Japan’s overseas transportation of raw materials back to the home islands had drastically declined, and domestic industrial production capacity had fallen sharply. In light of this, Japan’s high command decided to contract its defensive perimeter, concentrating all its strength on strengthening the defensive line running from the Philippines, Taiwan, and the Ryukyu Islands to the Japanese home islands and the Kuril Islands, and formulated for this purpose its “Sho” (Victory) Operation plan. Anticipating the possible directions of Allied advance, it drew up four operational contingency plans: should the Philippines come under attack, “Sho-1” would be implemented; should southern Kyushu, the Ryukyu Islands, and Taiwan come under attack, “Sho-2” would be implemented; should Honshu, Shikoku, other parts of Kyushu, or the Ogasawara Islands come under attack, “Sho-3” would be implemented; and should Hokkaido come under attack, “Sho-4” would be implemented. Because of the Philippines’ important strategic position, should it fall into Allied hands, Japan would lose its ability to bring back strategic resources from Southeast Asia by sea, particularly Dutch East Indies petroleum — and so, among the four contingency plans, the defense of the Philippines was regarded as the highest priority.

On the American side, the navy strongly advocated seizing the air base at the southern tip of Mindanao in the Philippines, then bypassing the heavily defended main Philippine island of Luzon and instead going directly for the Chinese-held territories of Taiwan and the Xiamen (Amoy) region, in order to cut off Japan’s southern supply and reinforcement lines. But General Douglas MacArthur believed that Leyte, in the central Philippines, occupied a position that would allow the Allies to sever the enemy’s north-south Philippine defensive line; establishing forward air and naval bases there would severely threaten both the Japanese home islands and its maritime lines of communication with Southeast Asia. After careful consideration, President Roosevelt ultimately agreed with MacArthur’s plan of “first taking Leyte, then Luzon.”

On September 15, the American Joint Chiefs of Staff decided that the navy under Nimitz and the army under MacArthur would act jointly, with the American forces landing on Leyte on October 20.

The American plan of operations: the Americans believed that ensuring the smooth landing of the invasion force at Leyte was the central objective of the plan of operations, and that the key to success lay in comprehensively blockading Leyte, with emphasis on suppressing Japanese naval and air bases on both the northern and southern flanks of Leyte.

From October 4 to 7, the American navy concentrated its 1st, 2nd, 3rd, and 4th Task Groups, under the command of Admiral William Halsey, forming the Fast Carrier Task Force, comprising 17 fleet carriers, 6 fast battleships, 17 cruisers, and 58 destroyers. On October 8, this task force rendezvoused with a replenishment fleet (33 oilers, 11 escort carriers, 10 tugboats, an assortment of ammunition-supply ships, 18 destroyers, and 27 patrol vessels) in waters east of Okinawa, and, after replenishment, proceeded toward the seas southwest of Japan. From October 10 to 16, the fast carrier force carried out repeated air raids against the Japanese naval and air bases on Amami-Oshima, Okinawa, Kume Island, and Miyako Island, as well as on Taiwan, destroying about 500 Japanese aircraft, at a cost of 79 aircraft, 1 carrier, and 2 cruisers.

While Halsey’s fast carrier force pinned down Japanese forces in the north, MacArthur directed the shore-based air units under his Southwest Pacific Force in repeated bombing raids against Japanese airfields on Mindanao in the Philippines and in the Dutch East Indies, suppressing Japanese air power to the south.

In addition, to support the army’s landing operation, the American 7th Fleet was reinforced with part of the 3rd Fleet’s forces, giving it a total of 738 combat vessels, including 6 battleships, 11 cruisers, 18 escort carriers, 86 destroyers, and 25 patrol vessels, under the command of Vice Admiral Thomas Kinkaid. These vessels were organized into four groups: the northern landing transport force, the southern landing transport force, the gunfire support force, and the escort carrier group.

On October 17–18, the American forces first landed on Suluan Island at the mouth of Leyte Gulf, and also at Homonhon and Dinagat Islands, in order to prepare the way for the follow-on forces to enter Leyte Gulf. On October 20, the Americans landed on Leyte.

To strengthen the defense of the landing area, the American navy carried out a thorough deployment of its participating forces. The gunfire support group deployed within Leyte Gulf to provide direct fire support to the landing force, and, apart from a portion tasked with blocking the Surigao Strait to guard against a Japanese attack from the south, its basic task was to provide fire support and cover against any attack from the north. The escort carrier group deployed in the waters east of Leyte Gulf, its basic tasks being air defense and support for its own side. The fast carrier force stood watch on station east of Luzon, blocking the San Bernardino Strait to guard against a Japanese attack from the north.

The Japanese plan of operations: having determined that the American objective was the Philippines, the Japanese Combined Fleet reorganized all its remaining combat vessels into four task forces — the 1st Striking Force, the 2nd Striking Force, the Mobile Force, and the Advance Force — and reorganized the 1st Carrier Division (250 aircraft), which had suffered heavy losses in the Mariana naval battle. In order to respond to the possible American offensive, Japan set out its operational priorities for each task force clearly:


	Shore-based air forces — the entire strength of the 1st and 2nd Air Fleets would be committed entirely to the Philippines, with the 1st Air Fleet already deployed in the Philippines, and the 2nd Air Fleet, with a combined 600 aircraft, currently training on the Japanese home islands, about half of which would be able to take part in combat before the American offensive began. Before the American offensive, the 2nd Air Fleet would stand by on the western side of the Japanese home islands, and, once the situation became urgent, would transfer via staging airfields into the Philippines to take part in the fighting. Should American forces not carry out a landing operation, the plan called only for air raids, gradually wearing down American strength.


	Surface combat vessels — the 1st Striking Force would stand ready for battle at Lingga anchorage, while the 2nd Striking Force and the Mobile Force would stand ready for battle in the western part of the Seto Inland Sea. Should signs of an American advance be detected, the 1st Striking Force would rapidly advance to assemble and stand ready in the waters near Brunei, and the 2nd Striking Force would assemble and stand ready in the waters near the Ryukyu Islands, with the Mobile Force also making preparations in the western Seto Inland Sea to sortie at a moment’s notice. Once the American forces launched their offensive, the shore-based air forces concentrated in the Philippines would attack the American carriers and landing force, while the 2nd Striking Force and the Mobile Force would advance north of the Philippine Sea to lure and pin down American forces, and the 1st Striking Force would carry out a surprise attack on the American landing force, supporting the operations of the shore-based air forces.


	The Advance Force — comprising more than ten submarines, would be deployed in advance to intercept the invading American warships, supporting the surprise-attack operations of the 1st Striking Force before it launched its own attack.


	The Special Attack Force — would primarily target American transport vessels and small landing craft, striving to concentrate its strength for large-scale surprise attacks at the moment American forces made their crossing and landing.




On October 17, once the Americans had begun their landing operations on Leyte, the Japanese Combined Fleet headquarters issued the “Sho-1” operational order, and further refined the movements of each unit: the 1st Striking Force would sail through the San Bernardino Strait into Leyte

Order of Battle of the American Navy










	Division
	
	Commander
	Force Composition





	3rd Fleet (Fast Carrier Force)
	1st Task Group
	McCain
	6 carriers, 8 cruisers, 17 destroyers



	
	2nd Task Group
	Bogan
	3 carriers, 2 battleships, 3 cruisers, 16 destroyers



	
	3rd Task Group
	Sherman
	4 carriers, 2 battleships, 2 cruisers, 14 destroyers



	
	4th Task Group
	Davison
	4 carriers, 2 battleships, 2 cruisers, 11 destroyers



	7th Fleet (as reinforced)
	Escort Carrier Group
	Sprague
	18 escort carriers, 9 destroyers, 14 patrol vessels



	
	Gunfire Support Force
	Oldendorf
	6 battleships, 8 cruisers, 20 destroyers



	
	Northern Landing Transport Force
	Barbey
	3 cruisers, 52 destroyers, 11 patrol vessels



	
	Southern Landing Transport Force
	Wilkinson
	—





Total: 17 fleet carriers, 6 battleships, 17 cruisers, 58 destroyers (3rd Fleet); 18 escort carriers, 6 battleships, 11 cruisers, 86 destroyers, 25 patrol vessels (7th Fleet, as reinforced).

Order of Battle of the Japanese Navy










	Division
	
	Commander
	Force Composition





	Mobile Force (3rd Fleet)
	
	Ozawa Jisaburo
	1 large carrier — Zuikaku



	
	
	
	3 light carriers — Zuiho, Chitose, Chiyoda



	
	
	
	2 hybrid battleship-carriers — Ise, Hyuga



	
	
	
	3 cruisers — Tama, Isuzu, Oyodo



	
	
	
	8 destroyers



	1st Striking Force (2nd Fleet)
	Kurita Force
	Kurita Takeo
	5 battleships — Yamato, Musashi, Nagato, Kongo, Haruna



	
	
	
	9 heavy cruisers — Haguro, Chokai, Kumano, Suzuya, Chikuma, Tone, Atago, Takao, Maya



	
	
	
	3 light cruisers — Noshiro, Yahagi, Myoko



	
	
	
	15 destroyers



	
	Nishimura Force
	Nishimura Shoji
	2 battleships — Yamashiro, Fuso



	
	
	
	1 heavy cruiser — Mogami



	
	
	
	4 destroyers



	2nd Striking Force (5th Fleet)
	Main Body
	Shima Kiyohide
	2 heavy cruisers — Nachi, Ashigara



	
	
	
	1 light cruiser — Abukuma



	
	
	
	4 destroyers



	
	Detachment
	—
	3 destroyers



	Advance Force (Submarine Force)
	
	—
	10 submarines





Comparison of the Main Combat Forces the United States and Japan Committed to the Battle of Leyte Gulf




	Category
	Japan
	United States
	Force Ratio





	Large aircraft carriers
	1
	16
	1:16



	Light aircraft carriers (escort carriers)
	3
	18
	1:6



	Battleships
	9
	12
	1:1.33



	Heavy cruisers
	14
	11
	1:0.79



	Light cruisers
	7
	15
	1:2.14



	Destroyers
	35
	144
	1:4.11



	Aircraft
	600
	2,000
	1:3.33





Gulf via the Sibuyan Sea, annihilating the American landing force there; the Mobile Force’s task was to lure and pin down the American carrier fleet — particularly the most threatening fast carrier task force — drawing it away from the beachhead, in order to create an opportunity for the 1st Striking Force, and to fight for decisive victory while the enemy fleet was thus preoccupied elsewhere. The 2nd Striking Force was to carry out the counterpart landing-interdiction mission (and was later modified so as to coordinate with the 1st Striking Force, entering Leyte Gulf via the Surigao Strait). The shore-based air forces would concentrate their entirety in the Philippines, watching for the opportunity to annihilate the American carrier fleet. The 1st Striking Force’s date of assault into Leyte Gulf was set at October 24 (later changed to the 25th).

Comparison of the two sides’ forces: in this campaign, the United States committed a combined total of 16 fleet carriers (originally 17, having lost 1 during the raid on Taiwan), 18 escort carriers, 12 battleships, 11 heavy cruisers (originally 12, having lost 1 during the raid on Taiwan), 15 light cruisers (originally 16, having lost 1 during the raid on Taiwan), 144 destroyers, 25 patrol vessels, 592 transport and follow-on supply vessels, and about 2,000 combat aircraft.

Japan committed nearly the entirety of its Combined Fleet’s remaining strength, including 1 large aircraft carrier, 3 light aircraft carriers, 9 battleships, 14 heavy cruisers, 7 light cruisers, 35 destroyers, 10 submarines, and more than 600 combat aircraft.

Overall, Japan found itself at an absolute disadvantage in the sheer numbers of forces committed to the battle.




II. Course of the Battle

The Battle of Leyte Gulf was not a single naval engagement fought in one particular body of water, but rather a series of complex, interconnected air-sea engagements fought successively across the waters surrounding Leyte Island; the Americans collectively referred to these engagements as the “Battle of Leyte Gulf,” while Japan referred to it as the “Battle of the Philippine Sea.” The Battle of Leyte Gulf can be divided, by location and time of occurrence, into: the Battle of the Sibuyan Sea, the Battle of Surigao Strait, the Battle off Samar, and the Battle off Cape Engaño.


(1) The Battle of the Sibuyan Sea

On October 20, the Japanese 1st Striking Force arrived at Brunei; the commanding officer, Kurita Takeo, at 17:00 on the 21st, set his plan of sortie: he would personally lead the main strength of the 1st Striking Force, organized as the Kurita Force, through the San Bernardino Strait from the north to break into Leyte Gulf, while Vice Admiral Nishimura Shoji would lead the remaining strength of the 1st Striking Force, organized as the Nishimura Force, through the Surigao Strait from the south to break into Leyte Gulf. At 08:00 on the 22nd, the Kurita Force set out from Brunei, attempting to sail through the Palawan Passage northeastward, entering the Sibuyan Sea by the morning of the 24th via the waters south of Mindoro island.

At the same time, the American fast carrier force’s commander, Halsey, upon receiving intelligence from a submarine force that had detected the Kurita Force, ordered his 2nd, 3rd, and 4th Task Groups, deployed in the waters east of the Philippines, to be ready to intercept any incoming enemy. Before dawn on the 24th, the 2nd Task Group had advanced to near the San Bernardino Strait, the 3rd Task Group had advanced east of Polillo Island, and the 4th Task Group had advanced to waters east of Samar Island, and all three task groups simultaneously dispatched reconnaissance aircraft to conduct a search. At 08:00, the 2nd Task Group’s reconnaissance aircraft reported: the Kurita Force had been discovered in the Tablas Strait, and was about to enter the Sibuyan Sea. Halsey immediately ordered the 3rd and 4th Task Groups to rapidly close in near the 2nd Task Group in the vicinity of the San Bernardino Strait, concentrating their carrier-based air strength to launch an air strike against the Kurita Force. From 9:00 to 15:00 on the 24th, American forces launched five separate air raids against the Kurita Force.

The first air raid: beginning at 10:20, 45 American aircraft carried out an 18-minute attack, causing light damage to the Japanese battleship “Musashi” and the cruiser “Myoko” (which was subsequently forced to withdraw to Coron).

The second air raid: beginning at 12:00, more than 30 American aircraft carried out a 9-minute attack, striking the battleship “Musashi” and causing severe damage to its propulsion system.

The third air raid: beginning at 13:30, more than 30 American aircraft carried out an attack lasting about 10 minutes, dealing heavy damage to the battleship “Musashi” and lighter damage to the battleship “Yamato” and the light cruiser “Yahagi.”

The fourth air raid: between 14:30 and 14:40, 65 American aircraft once again raided the Kurita Force, concentrating their attack on the battleship “Yamato,” causing it severe damage. The “Musashi,” subsequently escorted by one destroyer and one cruiser, attempted to withdraw to Coron.

The fifth air raid: beginning at 15:00, 90 American aircraft launched the final attack against this task force, causing light damage to the battleship “Nagato” and the destroyers “Hamakaze” and “Kiyoshimo,” as well as the heavy cruiser “Tone,” while the “Musashi” sank.

Throughout the five air raids, the Kurita Force never received any support or air cover from land-based air forces in the Philippines, and at 15:30 Kurita ordered his fleet to turn west, to evade the incoming American aircraft. Japan’s shore-based air forces, at that very moment, were preoccupied searching for the American carrier fleet, their commanding officer believing that striking the American carriers was the greatest support they could give the Kurita Force. On the morning of the 24th, upon discovering the American 3rd Task Group, Japan launched 180 aircraft from its various major Philippine airfields in succession to attack it. Although the losses were heavy, the attack still managed to sink the American carrier “Princeton” and inflict heavy damage on the cruiser “Birmingham.”

Over the course of these five raids, the United States flew a combined total of 260 sorties, and, at the cost of 18 aircraft, achieved the result of sinking one Japanese battleship and damaging two battleships, three cruisers, and two destroyers.



(2) The Battle of Surigao Strait

While Kurita’s force was heading north from Leyte, closely coordinating with it, the Nishimura Force and the 2nd Striking Force planned to strike simultaneously from the south, forming a pincer attack against the American landing force in the Leyte Gulf area.

The Nishimura Force left Brunei at 15:30 on October 22, and, passing through the Balabac Strait at 01:30 on the 23rd, entered the Sulu Sea, turning to sail east. At 09:00 on the 24th, it was discovered by a reconnaissance aircraft from the American 4th Task Group, and at 09:40 came under American air attack, sustaining light damage to some of its vessels. Because at this point American attention was entirely focused on the Kurita Force, this task force did not come under further American attack.

The 2nd Striking Force split into two parts and advanced toward its target area. The main body left Takao on the afternoon of the 21st, arrived at Coron in the Calamian Islands at 18:00 on the 23rd, and rushed toward the Sulu Sea at 02:00 on the 24th, hoping to coordinate its advance with the Nishimura Force; another part left Manila at 09:00 on the 23rd, sailing south via the Tablas Strait, planning to rendezvous with the main body near Zamboanga, but, sailing to near the Cebu island group on the morning of the 24th, came under two American air raids, resulting in the loss of one destroyer, damage to another, and one rescue-and-salvage vessel returning to Manila.

Having learned that the two Japanese task forces would successively cross the Sulu Sea, the American commander judged that these forces would very likely attempt to force their way into Leyte Gulf via the Surigao Strait, and therefore ordered the American 7th Fleet’s gunfire support group, tasked with the defense of this direction, to establish three lines of defense to tightly seal off the southern entrance of the Surigao Strait. Of these, the first line was formed by 39 torpedo boats deployed at the southern end of the Surigao Strait, organized into 13 groups of 3 boats each, of which 3 groups patrolled the waters at the strait’s southern entrance connecting to the sea, 5 groups patrolled along the strait itself, and 5 groups stood by concealed near the strait; the second line was formed of more than 20 destroyers, organized into 3 large groups of 7 attack groups each, deployed to stand by at the northern end of the strait; the third line placed 6 battleships and 8 cruisers at the northern end of the Surigao Strait, and, because the strait’s northern waters were wider, the strait’s channel was narrower there, and the cruisers were deployed left and right on both flanks, forming a blocking posture against the two Japanese task forces attempting to force their way through the strait’s mouth.

The Japanese Nishimura Force was some 40 nautical miles from the 2nd Striking Force when, on the evening of the 24th, they successively entered the Mindanao Sea. Between 22:00 on the 24th and 02:00 on the 25th, the Nishimura Force came under attack from the American torpedo boats near the first line of defense, but sustained no direct hits. At 02:30, the American torpedo boats withdrew from the engagement, and Japanese forces entered the second line of American defenses. From 03:00 onward, at 03:40, the Nishimura Force came under a concentrated torpedo attack from 2 groups of American destroyers — 11 in total — and the battleship “Fuso” was severely damaged and sank, while the battleship “Yamashiro” was damaged; a further two destroyers were also badly damaged. At 03:51, the remaining vessels of the Nishimura Force continued to advance toward the strait’s northern mouth, and came under gunfire attack at a distance of 14 kilometers from the American cruisers; at 03:53 they also came under attack from American battleships, and at the same time, three groups of American destroyers — 9 in total — also launched torpedoes at the Nishimura Force. Finally, the battleship “Yamashiro” sank, and the sole remaining heavy cruiser of the Nishimura Force (which later, in the course of its withdrawal, was severely damaged in an American air raid and sank on its own) and one damaged destroyer withdrew. At this point, the Nishimura Force had ceased to exist.

At the very moment the Nishimura Force came under its first attack from American destroyers, the Japanese 2nd Striking Force had already sailed to the southern mouth of the Surigao Strait, where it was first struck by an attack from American torpedo boats, and the light cruiser “Abukuma” sustained damage and dropped out of formation. Through battlefield observation and telegraphic communication with the Combined Fleet’s headquarters, the commanding officer, Shima Kiyohide, learned that most of the Nishimura Force had already been destroyed, and that the Kurita Force had also turned to withdraw west. He judged that, at this point, there was little significance in the 2nd Striking Force continuing north, and that doing so would only lead to its total annihilation as well, and so he ordered a withdrawal to the south. In the course of the withdrawal, harried by pursuing American warships and aircraft, the light cruiser “Abukuma” sank. With this, the Battle of Surigao Strait came to an end.



(3) The Battle off Samar

Just as the American forces, in the waters north of the Surigao Strait, were pursuing the Nishimura Force and the remnants of the 2nd Striking Force, they received a report from a reconnaissance aircraft: a Japanese formation, including numerous battleships, had been discovered in the waters northeast of Samar. The American commander, Thomas Kinkaid, realized that this was the Kurita Force approaching, and, given that the fast carrier task force’s blockade of the San Bernardino Strait had proven unable to prevent it, ordered the gunfire support group to hurry back to Leyte, to defend the two entrance points north and south of Mindanao Strait. Having crossed Tablas Strait during the day of the 24th without result, the Kurita Force turned east again at 18:15, and by 00:35 on the 25th had passed through the San Bernardino Strait. At this point, the task force still had 4 battleships, 6 heavy cruisers, 2 light cruisers, and 11 destroyers. At 04:00 on the 25th, the task force turned to sail southeast off Samar, and, by 06:45, had sailed to within about 70 nautical miles of it, whereupon it discovered part of an American escort-carrier group, whose strength included escort carriers, destroyers, and escort vessels. Because of the American escort carriers’ relatively weak combat capability, they were unable to match the Japanese warships, and turned to flee eastward. The Japanese warships then pressed forward in several columns, attempting to encircle and annihilate the Americans.

In this situation, the Americans adopted a defensive strategy of using offense as their best defense: the screening destroyers charged forward at full speed to attack, closing in to launch a fierce torpedo attack, causing one Japanese heavy cruiser to sustain heavy damage. The Americans lost 2 destroyers and 1 escort vessel sunk, and 1 destroyer badly damaged — a heavy price, but one that bought a brief respite, delaying the Japanese pursuit and annihilation. After this, both sides’ carrier aviators fought valiantly and threw themselves into fierce combat. Under their brave assault, though the American escort-carrier group’s own combat power was far inferior, one carrier was sunk and four more badly damaged, but they still managed to hold off the pursuing Japanese ships, inflicting damage on the Japanese heavy cruisers “Chikuma” (which subsequently sank owing to the severity of its damage) and “Suzuya” (which also sank owing to heavy damage). At 09:11, mistakenly believing that the American forces had already escaped his reach, the Kurita Force’s commanding officer ordered all his ships to turn north, to link up with the main fleet, and headed toward Leyte Gulf.

The American escort-carrier group, believing it had narrowly escaped disaster, could scarcely have imagined that at 10:50 it would come under a suicide attack from a newly organized Japanese “Kamikaze” Special Attack Force rushing to reinforce the Kurita Force. This attack cost the Americans 1 carrier sunk and 4 more badly damaged, and the Japanese force afterward withdrew toward the waters near Kwak Kwak Island.

Having turned north, the Kurita Force, after regrouping its remaining warships, moved to force its way into Leyte Gulf. But Kurita believed that: by this point, the Allied landing transport ships within Leyte Gulf would already have received news of the Japanese attack, and would have moved away from the landing area; even if they had not yet done so, their cargo would by now largely have already been unloaded, so that sinking the ships would achieve little of value for a Japanese attack on the American landing operation. While he hesitated over this decision, Kurita received a reconnaissance report that an American carrier fleet had been discovered 113 nautical miles north of Suluan Island, and at 12:26 he decided to turn north to seek a decisive engagement with the American fleet. But by evening he had still failed to discover the specific whereabouts of the American fleet, and instead came under an attack of three waves totaling 150 sorties from the American fast carrier task force’s 1st Task Group, in which the battleship “Kongo” and the light cruiser “Yahagi”

were both damaged, and the destroyer “Uranami” sank. Kurita judged that the reconnaissance report had been inaccurate, and finally decided to break off the engagement and withdraw, leading his fleet back toward the San Bernardino Strait. At 22:00 on the 25th, the Kurita Force passed back through the San Bernardino Strait, re-entering the Sibuyan Sea, and by the morning of the 26th had entered the waters west of the Panay Gulf, where it came under two further American air raids, and the “Yamato” was damaged and the “Noshiro” sunk. Finally, the remnants of the Japanese fleet did not withdraw to waters near Brunei until 22:00 on the 28th.

With this, the Battle off Samar ended. In this engagement, Japan lost a combined total of 3 heavy cruisers, 1 light cruiser, and 3 destroyers, while the United States lost 2 escort carriers, 2 destroyers, and 1 escort vessel.



(4) The Battle off Cape Engaño

As part of Japan’s plan to lure the American fast carrier force away, Vice Admiral Ozawa led the Mobile Force out of the Seto Inland Sea on October 20, arriving at anchorage at Amami-Oshima on October 23. At 18:00, entering waters northeast of Cape Engaño, the fleet turned onto a heading of 220°, exposing the task force completely to the American fast carrier force in an attempt to lure it in, luring the Americans into concentrating their strength against it. On the morning of the 24th, the Mobile Force dispatched 10 reconnaissance aircraft to search a fan-shaped area directly ahead, between bearings 115° and 220°; at around 9:00, they discovered the American 3rd Task Group, and dispatched 60 carrier-based aircraft to attack, losing 27 aircraft while achieving no result. At this time, the 3rd Task Group was busy coordinating with the 2nd and 4th Task Groups against the Kurita Force, and paid no attention to the appearance of the Mobile Force. Because his initial advance had failed to draw American attention, Ozawa at 15:00 on the 24th ordered 2 hybrid battleship-carriers and 4 destroyers to form a vanguard force and detach from the main body, sailing south in an attempt to make contact with the American fast carrier force. At 17:00, an American reconnaissance aircraft discovered this force; upon receiving this report, Halsey, not realizing that it was in fact a decoy with little real substance, decided to seek out a decisive naval battle. He ordered all four task groups to rapidly concentrate their strength, and, at dawn on the 25th, to engage the Japanese Mobile Force in decisive battle. At 23:45 on the 24th, the American fast carrier force, apart from the 1st Task Group, had already assembled its main strength in waters at 14°28’ North, 125°50’ East. Before this, upon receiving battlefield reports, Ozawa, commander of the Japanese Mobile Force, had learned that the Kurita Force had turned back west, and, judging that this would affect his own planned advance, at 21:00 that day turned northeast, then later turned north, and by 6:00 on the 25th had met up with his forward vanguard force at 18°39’ North, 126°18’ East. At this point, the two fleets were 250 nautical miles apart.

To wipe out the danger before dawn, Halsey drew off 6 battleships, 7 cruisers, and 17 destroyers from his three task groups to form Task Force 34, which advanced to a point 10 nautical miles ahead of the carrier force. At dawn on the 25th, the Americans organized a strike group of 180 aircraft, standing by at a point 50 nautical miles ahead of the fleet. At 07:30, an American reconnaissance aircraft discovered the Japanese Mobile Force at a point 130 nautical miles north of the fleet, whereupon the strike group was ordered to launch its attack.

Between 08:00 and 08:30, the Americans carried out the first air raid, sinking the light carrier “Chitose” and the destroyer “Akizuki,” and damaging the large carrier “Zuikaku,” the light carrier “Zuiho,” and the heavy cruiser “Tama.”

Between 09:45 and 10:00, the Americans launched 36 carrier-based aircraft for a second air raid, dealing serious damage to the light carrier “Chiyoda,” rendering it unable to sail under its own power.

At noon on the 25th, while Halsey was pursuing the Japanese Mobile Force to the north with all his strength, Kurita’s force was, at the very same time, fiercely attacking the American escort-carrier group at Leyte Gulf. Because his superiors intervened in his chain of command, Halsey was forced to detach his 2nd Task Group south to render assistance, leaving the 3rd and 4th Task Groups to continue the pursuit, while dispatching a cruiser task force (4 cruisers and 10 destroyers) to provide additional support.

At 12:00 and 13:00, the Americans launched their third and fourth air raids in succession with a combined 200 aircraft, sinking the large carrier “Zuikaku” and the light carrier “Zuiho.” After this, two further waves of attacks were organized but achieved no result. Pressing its advantage, the cruiser task force also sank the Japanese light carrier “Chiyoda” and the destroyer “Hatsuzuki.” American forces then regrouped their strength and turned toward waters northeast of Samar, preparing to close in and annihilate the Kurita Force.

Having, after searching north and south, failed to find any enemy to engage, the remnants of the Japanese Mobile Force turned north to withdraw at 23:45, and en route came under attack from an American submarine lying in ambush, which sank the heavy cruiser “Tama.” At dawn on the 26th, the remnants of the Mobile Force withdrew toward Okinawa. With this, the Battle off Cape Engaño came to an end. In this engagement, Japan lost 1 large aircraft carrier, 3 light aircraft carriers, 1 cruiser, and 2 destroyers.

The Battle of Leyte Gulf, taken as a whole, cost the Japanese Combined Fleet unprecedented, catastrophic losses, with its main battle strength almost entirely destroyed. Japan lost 4 aircraft carriers, 3 battleships, 9 cruisers, 9 destroyers, and 6 submarines sunk, totaling 306,000 tons, and 400 aircraft lost, with 7,400 casualties. The United States, for its part, had 1 aircraft carrier, 2 escort carriers, 2 destroyers, and 1 escort vessel sunk, with more than 100 aircraft lost, and 2,800 casualties.





III. Analysis

The Battle of Leyte Gulf was, in scale, the most magnificent naval battle in human history, and was also the last great naval battle of the Pacific War. It was fought across an extremely broad theater of operations, spanning some 1,000-plus nautical miles from north to south and 500 nautical miles from east to west, centered on Leyte Gulf. The two sides between them committed 39 aircraft carriers, 21 battleships, 47 cruisers, more than 300 other combat vessels, and more than 2,000 aircraft — a battle of extraordinarily large scale, and one in which both sides sustained extraordinarily heavy losses, though the losses were of markedly different degrees on each side. As a result of this battle, the Japanese navy lost its last remaining main combat strength, and stood on the brink of total destruction. From this point on, command of the air and command of the sea in the Pacific theater fell completely into American hands, and the pace of the war accelerated markedly. This naval battle reached the very pinnacle in scale of naval warfare under conditions of mechanized warfare, possessing all the distinctive characteristics of mechanized warfare, and stands as a model deserving of study by senior military commanders researching the “scale” dimension of mechanized warfare in naval combat.


(1) The lack of effective unified command and mutual coordination led Japan into the unfavorable position of being defeated piecemeal

The chief characteristic of Japan’s operations in this campaign was the dispersal of its forces along multiple axes, with the success or failure of the entire operation hinging on whether unified command and coordinated action between the different forces could be achieved. But the Japanese surface fleet was commanded by the Combined Fleet’s commander-in-chief, while the shore-based air forces were commanded by the Southwest Area Fleet, and the two were not under unified command, resulting in a serious lack of coordination between them. Even within the Combined Fleet’s own command structure, because the various fleet formations were not given sufficiently concrete direction, they were unable to remain in close contact with one another or grasp the overall battlefield situation, and in the end could only act independently, according to each commander’s own judgment.

First of all, there was a lack of coordination between the shore-based air forces and the surface fleet, which failed to provide effective support at critical moments. The final objective of Japan’s “Sho-1” plan was to block the Allied landing on the Philippines. The Kurita Force, whose main task was to attack the American landing force, bore the heaviest responsibility of the entire operation. Because the Japanese carrier force had lost most of its combat strength in the Mariana naval battle, in the Battle of Leyte Gulf, the shore-based air forces should have provided air cover and support to the Kurita Force as it carried out its attack. But on October 24, when the Kurita Force, crossing the Sibuyan Sea, came under heavy American air attack, it requested air cover from the shore-based air forces. Japanese aircraft based on Luzon had, that same day, once flown over the airspace above the Kurita Force, but, because of inadequate coordination and communication, a friendly-fire incident occurred in which Japanese ships mistakenly fired on their own aircraft, and after this, the shore-based air forces no longer provided any air cover at all, instead concentrating solely on attacking the American 3rd Task Group nearby. This left the Kurita Force caught in the predicament of having neither air cover nor reconnaissance and warning capability, and it was forced to temporarily divert its course westward. Afterward, when the Kurita Force sailed to waters northeast of Samar, at this critical moment, the shore-based air forces still failed to provide it with any air cover or support, leaving it to fight alone. Without any coordination or cover from the shore-based air forces, the Kurita Force suffered heavy casualties and lost its combat capability.

Second, Japan’s various surface fleet task forces also failed to coordinate effectively with one another. Although the Nishimura Force and Shima’s task force set out from north and south respectively, both executing the same operational mission — that is, forcing their way into Leyte Gulf via the Surigao Strait — the two task forces should have first rendezvoused somewhere at sea, and then concentrated their relatively strong combat power to carry out a surprise attack; such a successful maneuver would have had a good chance of dealing the Americans a heavy blow. But the Nishimura Force and Shima’s task force never made contact with one another, and, instead of coordinating their advance, each pressed forward alone, like a lone army advancing without support. On the evening of the 24th, when the Nishimura Force learned that the Kurita Force had turned west in the Sibuyan Sea, it judged that its own task force would be unable to follow the original plan of forcing its way into Leyte Gulf, and so it advanced its own move into the Surigao Strait by more than two hours. At that point, had Shima genuinely valued coordinating a joint attack with Nishimura, he ought to have telegraphed Nishimura about his own planned movements, agreeing on a time and place for rendezvous. Although Shima and Nishimura were not directly subordinate to one another, Shima, as the commander of the 5th Fleet, outranked Nishimura in both position and seniority, and would have been in a position to direct Nishimura’s task force. But Shima’s command made no move to do this, and instead maintained radio silence throughout, following behind the Nishimura Force at a distance as it advanced toward the Surigao Strait, and, in the end, allowed the American forces to defeat the two task forces one after another, exploiting their state of exhaustion. Moreover, the Kurita Force, having come under air attack from American forces on the afternoon of the 24th, sustained heavier losses and turned to head west, only resuming its eastward advance that evening — with the result that it not only missed the scheduled time, but also broke the original plan for coordinated action.

In addition, on the 25th, Ozawa’s Mobile Force had exhausted every effort to entangle the American fast carrier force, luring it far from the Leyte landing area, at an enormous sacrifice in order to buy a precious opportunity for the operation. Had Kurita’s force, at that moment, forced its way into Leyte Gulf and launched an attack against the American warships in the landing area, it would have entirely fulfilled the objective of this operation. But the Kurita Force failed to receive Ozawa’s telegram in time, and, focused solely on pursuing the American fast carrier force, lost the golden opportunity, and its efforts ultimately came to nothing.



(2) Wavering, hesitant decision-making and errors in operational command by the commanding officer caused Japan to repeatedly lose good opportunities to strike heavy blows against its adversary

At 06:45 on October 25, the Kurita Force, having sailed to waters about 70 nautical miles northeast of Suluan Island, discovered part of an American escort-carrier group. In order to destroy this enemy target as quickly as possible, Kurita ordered his ships to close in and attack on their own initiative. Because the ships were sailing at high speed, this led to disorder in the order of battle, with his own flagship rushing to the front. In the course of operations, in order to evade a torpedo attack by American forces, the Kurita Force turned north to evade it, resulting in Kurita being unable to clearly assess the battlefield situation, and losing track of the actual conditions on each side. Because of this, Kurita ordered his fleet to halt and reorganize its formation. At this point, several cruisers had already closed to within point-blank range of the American escort carriers, and two battleships were following close behind — the situation was extremely favorable to the Japanese side. Had they pressed forward even one more step, Japan would have had the opportunity to inflict heavy damage, or even completely annihilate, the American escort-carrier group. But Kurita’s arbitrary order to advance north caused this opportunity to slip through their fingers before their very eyes. Had Kurita, at that critical moment in the campaign, carefully analyzed the battlefield situation, organized his battleships and heavy cruisers into an echelon to provide covering fire while his light cruisers and destroyers pressed close for a decisive torpedo attack, and then reassessed and reorganized his forces before continuing the advance, he would have been able to avoid the confusion described above, and secured a local victory on the battlefield.

After this, once Kurita’s various dispersed vessels had regrouped and reorganized their formation, they prepared to head toward Leyte Gulf. But upon intercepting a telegram en route reporting that American forces had been discovered advancing north to seek a decisive naval battle, Kurita, his mind consumed with the desire to engage in decisive battle with the American main fleet, allowed this to take priority in his decision-making, and thereby abandoned his primary operational task of striking the American forces landing at Leyte Gulf, and turned his fleet around. At this point, within Leyte Gulf, large numbers of American landing vessels remained, ripe for the taking, while the gunfire support group, having exhausted its strength in the Surigao Strait battle, had by now lost much of its vigor and would have found it difficult to withstand an attack by Kurita’s massive warships. Meanwhile, Halsey’s fast carrier task force, having been drawn off by Ozawa’s Mobile Force, was now hundreds of nautical miles from Leyte Gulf, in no position to render assistance in time. The defenses of the American landing area were, at this point, extremely weak. The Kurita Force was facing precisely the kind of rare, excellent opportunity for battle that comes along only once in a long while; had it pressed forward and annihilated the American landing transport fleet, the Allied landing operation would inevitably have ended in a disastrous failure, and Japan could have created a shining example of defeating a much larger force with a much smaller one, potentially changing the entire course of the war significantly. But Japan’s supreme commanding officer, Kurita, made the wrong decision at precisely this moment, and failed to grasp this critical opportunity.



(3) Because the American side lacked unified command, the participating forces failed to organize their coordinated actions well, and this very nearly resulted in enormous losses

The commander of the American 3rd Fleet at the Battle of Leyte Gulf, Halsey, was subordinate to the Pacific Theater commander, Nimitz, while the commander of the 7th Fleet, Kinkaid, was subordinate to the Southwest Pacific Theater commander, MacArthur; the two fleet commanders held differing understandings of their own respective responsibilities. Halsey believed that: “the 3rd Fleet’s basic task is offense, not defense. My own responsibility is to lead the 3rd Fleet in attacking the Japanese fleet, not to protect the 7th Fleet.” Kinkaid, meanwhile, believed that the 3rd Fleet’s responsibility was to screen the landing force, defending against enemy attacks from the sea and the air, while the 7th Fleet’s main task was to transport the landing force ashore and to provide fire support for the landing operation. In these circumstances, the Americans had not designated an overall commander for the Battle of Leyte Gulf to unify command over, and coordinate the operations of, the two fleets.

At the start of the campaign, Kinkaid believed that Halsey’s 3rd Fleet had thoroughly sealed off the San Bernardino Strait, guaranteeing the security of Leyte Gulf’s northern flank, and so he assigned all the battleships and cruisers under his command to the 7th Fleet’s gunfire support group, strengthening the defense of his southern flank, without allocating any forces to guard directly against the possibility of an enemy force forcing its way into the strait from the north. Although the two fleets did, at first, coordinate with one another somewhat, before long, when Halsey discovered the Japanese carrier force approaching from the north, he judged this to be the greatest threat, worrying that he would be caught in a pincer between the Japanese carrier force and the shore-based aircraft in the Philippines, and, casting aside all concern for the defense of the Surigao Strait, led his entire fleet north to seek out the enemy — nearly causing the large fleet of American landing transport ships in that sea area to sustain heavy losses.

Once the Battle of Surigao Strait began, Kinkaid, unaware that Halsey had led his forces north in search of the enemy, believed that Halsey had only taken part of his forces north, leaving behind a task force built mainly around battleships to guard the San Bernardino Strait. It was not until close to 07:00 that Kinkaid learned that Halsey had, in fact, led his entire fleet north, leaving the San Bernardino Strait entirely undefended, and he urgently telegraphed Halsey requesting reinforcements. But Halsey believed: “the enemy’s southern force has already been defeated, and the 7th Fleet already has sufficient strength to provide the necessary cover for the amphibious operation at Leyte Gulf,” and so paid no heed to the request. In reality, at that very moment, the Kurita Force had, at 6:45, already made contact with the American escort-carrier group in waters about 70 nautical miles from Suluan Island. As the fighting grew urgent, Kinkaid sent one telegram after another to Halsey requesting assistance, but Halsey, believing the situation report to be inaccurate, still refused to pay any attention, and pressed on north with all his strength regardless. It was not until close to noon on the 25th that, under pressure from his superior, Nimitz, Halsey was finally forced to split his forces into two, with one part personally led by him back south to defend against the threat, but by the time it arrived back at the Leyte theater on the morning of the 26th, it was already too late. It can thus be seen that, had it not been for the Japanese commanding officer’s mishandling of the situation at critical moments, and his string of erroneous decisions, the Americans might well have lost a great many of their forces and suffered a bitter defeat at Leyte Gulf.





Part Ten: Naval Blockade and Raiding Operations




Chapter 87: The Blockade and Counter-Blockade Struggle for the Atlantic Sea Lanes

(September 1, 1939 – May 8, 1945)

The struggle for the Atlantic sea lanes was a campaign fought during the Second World War between the German navy and the navies of the Allied nations across the Atlantic Ocean, centered on the protection and destruction of maritime shipping lanes. It formed an important component part of the Battle of the Atlantic, and was also an important form of naval warfare under conditions of mechanized warfare. This maritime struggle began on September 1, 1939 and ended on May 8, 1945, lasting five years and eight months. Its outcome had a major influence on Western Europe, the German-Soviet front, and the Mediterranean and North African theaters, and it offers us important inspiration in the areas of submarine warfare, anti-submarine warfare, blockade operations, and counter-blockade operations.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

On the eve of the Second World War, the Atlantic had four maritime shipping routes of strategic significance, whose combined cargo volume accounted for 70% of the world’s total seaborne cargo, exerting a major influence on world politics, economics, and military affairs. At that time, Britain possessed a merchant fleet with a total tonnage of about 21 million tons, accounting for 31.8% of the world’s total merchant tonnage. Britain’s maritime shipping lanes stretched more than 147,000 kilometers, with about 2,500 ships sailing at sea on any given day. Britain’s maritime shipping lanes with the rest of the world mainly comprised two routes: one was the Atlantic route, connecting Europe and the Americas via the Panama Canal to the Pacific, a route directly bearing on Britain’s very survival; the other was the Mediterranean–Suez Canal–Indian Ocean route, linking the countries of the Mediterranean, Africa, and India. Accordingly, the British navy devoted its full effort to securing the safety of these two shipping routes.

In September 1939, the Second World War broke out in Europe. Germany took Britain as one of its primary adversaries, and, recognizing that Britain, as an island nation, was fatally vulnerable in that its strategic materiel and national economy depended heavily on maritime transport, set the navy’s task as focusing its efforts against Britain, waging a great campaign of commerce raiding across the Atlantic.

But because German naval strength at the time was far inferior to Britain’s, Germany had, before the war, formulated an ambitious “Z Plan” for naval development, deciding to prioritize the construction of large surface warships, with submarine construction as a secondary priority. This plan anticipated that war between Germany and Britain would not break out until 1944–1945. Because the war broke out ahead of schedule, and given the great disparity between German and British surface fleet strength, Germany considered it difficult to conduct a direct confrontation at sea, and so decided to abandon this plan, turning instead to develop its submarine force, with an emphasis on commerce raiding.

The German plan of operations: given the extraordinary importance of the Atlantic shipping lanes to Britain — indeed to the whole of Europe — destroying Britain’s Atlantic shipping lanes became the German navy’s foremost objective. Germany’s naval command had originally formulated the following plan of operations: German destroyers, submarines, and aircraft would lay mines along Britain’s coastal waters; in waters farther from the British mainland, submarines, and auxiliary cruisers disguised as merchant ships, would destroy British maritime shipping, while battleships and cruisers would carry out solo or squadron operations on the high seas. In this plan, submarines occupied only a secondary position, with the large surface fleet regarded as the primary weapon Germany would rely upon. But the commander of the German submarine force, Karl Dönitz, held a different view, believing that submarines were better suited to bear the primary responsibility for commerce raiding.

Not long after the war began, the German naval commander-in-chief, Erich Raeder, deeply aware that German surface fleet strength was far inferior to Britain’s, and that it would be difficult to destroy the British navy within a short period and seize command of the Atlantic, agreed with Dönitz’s position, making submarines the primary force for the struggle over the Atlantic sea lanes, with emphasis on developing the submarine force.

The Allied plan of operations: the British estimated that the primary German force sent into the great expanse of the Atlantic would be submarines, and that most German surface vessels, unable to match the powerful British navy, would remain confined to port. Accordingly, the British navy formulated the following plan of operations: it must protect and consolidate the Atlantic maritime shipping lanes, blockading the German fleet and preventing its surface vessels from entering the North Sea and the Atlantic, cutting off Germany’s maritime links with the outside world, and seizing command of the Atlantic.

German Submarine Distribution at the Outbreak of War




	Submarine Location or Status
	Number





	Standing by in the Atlantic
	18



	Standing by in the North Sea
	6



	At North Sea bases
	15



	At Baltic Sea bases
	10



	Conducting sea trials
	4



	Used for testing
	1



	Under routine maintenance, unable to deploy
	3





Although the British navy recognized that, apart from protecting its own maritime shipping lanes and preventing German surface vessels from invading via the North Sea, its main task was to defend against German submarine attacks, it clung to the wishful belief that, by relying on the convoy system used in the First World War, it could effectively ensure the safety of maritime transport, and had thus seriously underestimated the arduous nature of anti-submarine warfare. At the outset of the war, the British navy had only 119 destroyers capable of conducting anti-submarine operations; its main method of anti-submarine defense was to first conduct searches within British coastal waters, escorting convoys through dangerous zones, before reorganizing convoys and escorts for further transport.

Main Distribution of British Naval Vessels at the Outbreak of War








	Ship Location or Status
	Number





	Scapa Flow
	5 battleships, 2 battlecruisers, 1 aircraft carrier, 12 cruisers, 17 destroyers



	Rosyth
	1 aircraft carrier



	Portland
	2 battleships, 2 aircraft carriers, 3 cruisers, 17 destroyers





Comparison of the Main Combat Forces of Britain and Germany at the Beginning of the Atlantic Submarine Commerce-Raiding War




	Category
	Britain
	Germany
	Force Ratio





	Aircraft carriers
	8
	0
	8:0



	Battleships
	12
	4
	3:1



	Battlecruisers
	3
	3
	1:1



	Heavy cruisers
	15
	3
	5:1



	Light cruisers (including auxiliary cruisers)
	49
	32
	1.5:1



	Destroyers
	119
	22
	5.4:1



	Escort vessels
	64
	20
	3.2:1



	Minesweepers
	45
	0
	45:0



	Submarines
	69
	56
	1.2:1



	Total tonnage (10,000 tons)
	130
	35
	3.7:1





To this end, the British navy readjusted its force deployment, positioning its main strength at Scapa Flow, in order to control the exit from the North Sea, protect the critically important North Atlantic shipping route, and cover the light vessels tasked with anti-submarine escort duty. The inadequacy of anti-submarine forces and the outdated nature of anti-submarine tactics meant that Britain would face an arduous and difficult struggle to protect its maritime shipping.




II. Course of the Battle


(1) Opening Phase (September 1939 – June 1940)

In this phase, on the whole, Germany held the strategic offensive, and Britain remained on the strategic defensive. Germany relied mainly on submarines to launch attacks in localized waters, generally operating as lone vessels, while Britain, on the basis of its strategic defense, organized part of its naval strength to conduct blockade and escort operations, to protect its maritime transport.

On August 19, 1939, before the outbreak of the great war, Germany had already begun preparations for the coming conflict; Dönitz ordered five submarines of the 7th Flotilla to set out from Kiel, and five submarines of the 6th Squadron to set out from Wilhelmshaven, bound for the Atlantic, so as to be able to begin operations from their pre-designated positions the moment war broke out. On August 23, Britain, sensing the imminence of war, had its shore-based air forces begin conducting emergency anti-submarine patrols over the sea according to wartime protocols. On August 31, German Supreme Command issued Directive No. 1 for the Conduct of the War, stipulating that the navy’s task was to focus its operations against Britain, waging commerce raiding. On September 1, Germany invaded Poland, and the Second World War broke out in full.

At this time, of Germany’s 57 submarines in active service, only 22 were suitable for ocean-going operations, with 11 not yet ready for combat, and 24 were small coastal boats confined to operating in the North Sea; in addition, submarine bases were far from the theater of operations, so Germany did not yet have sufficient strength to conduct group operations, and could only carry out solo commerce-raiding operations and minelaying. In the early period of the war, German submarines achieved three sensational successes. First, on September 3, 1939, the submarine U-30 sank the American passenger liner “Athenia” in waters west of the Hebrides Islands, causing 112 deaths; this ship was the first vessel sunk in the Second World War. Second, on September 17, U-29 sank the British aircraft carrier “Courageous” in waters west of Ireland, causing 514 deaths. Third, from the night of October 13 to the 14th, U-47 raided the British naval base at Scapa Flow, sinking the battleship “Royal Oak,” causing the deaths of the commander of the British navy’s 2nd Squadron, Rear Admiral Blagrove, and 833 officers and men under him.

These successes caused Germany’s naval command to recognize the enormous potential of the submarine, and it began to place greater emphasis on building up its submarine force, accelerating the pace of submarine construction. The German submarine force was also constantly exploring new tactics; besides solo operations, Dönitz, following his prewar concept, conducted experimental trials of group operations, but

because there were too few submarines available, this could not ultimately be realized as hoped. German submarines conducted stationary ambushes or mobile ambushes at solitary posts near British ports and coastal shipping routes, or carried out roving raiding operations along transport-ship routes and across the open ocean, achieving no small measure of success. From September 1939 to February 1940, Germany sank a combined total of 199 ships belonging to the Allied and neutral nations, totaling 702,000 tons. On November 17, 1939, Germany lifted all restrictions on submarine warfare, and the Battle of the Atlantic entered its phase of unrestricted submarine warfare. After the Norwegian campaign concluded in March 1940, because of various reasons, the number of submarines Germany could commit to the Atlantic theater was only 30. In light of this, Dönitz had no choice but to shelve his plan for group operations until enough submarines were available, and, in the meantime, adopted the “principle of economic efficiency,” meaning he dispatched submarines to the waters where British escort strength was weakest, striving to have every submarine achieve the maximum possible tonnage sunk.

By contrast, Britain, ever since the sinking of the “Athenia,” began implementing, from September 5, a convoy escort system that had proven fairly effective during the First World War, and by October had established escorted convoys along all its other major Allied shipping routes as well. In the early period of the war, apart from adopting the convoy escort system, Britain had almost no other effective anti-submarine measures. Its carrier group had withdrawn from anti-submarine operations after the loss of the “Courageous,” dealing a blow to its air-based anti-submarine capability; owing to the poor performance and insufficient numbers of anti-submarine weapons and detection equipment, Britain had to rely heavily on large numbers of requisitioned civilian aircraft. In order to effectively make up for the shortfall in anti-submarine escort vessels, Britain also began urgently building light escort ships suited for effective anti-submarine operations in coastal waters. By June 1940, German submarines had sunk 242 ships, totaling 850,000 tons. Britain, for its part, sank 24 German submarines and drove them out of coastal waters.



(2) Full-Scale Expansion Phase (July 1940 – December 1941)

As German land forces successively occupied Norway and France, German submarines gained more favorable forward bases, and, with an increase in the number of submarines available, Germany began to adopt group operations, achieving brilliant results — particularly from July to October 1940, a period known as the “golden age” of submarine warfare. After the United States entered the war in December 1941, German submarines began operating along the American coast, and by this point the Battle of the Atlantic had expanded into a full-scale conflict.

First Phase: July – December 1940

After occupying France and the Netherlands, Germany constructed forward submarine bases at its major ports along their coastlines, and Germany’s submarine force’s previously unfavorable position at sea changed dramatically. Setting out from ports such as Lorient and Brest on the Biscay coast, German submarines could sail directly into the Atlantic; compared with sailing from German home bases, this shortened their voyage by 800 kilometers, and the great majority of submarines could reach the mid-Atlantic, with a handful of large submarines even able to reach the mid-Atlantic theater, from which point they could sail directly to the aforementioned ports to replenish. In addition, with the introduction of new-type submarine supply vessels for at-sea replenishment, German submarines saw a marked improvement in both their operational range and their time on patrol. Although the total number of German submarines had actually decreased from 57 at the start of the war to 53, the number of submarines conducting combat patrols in the Atlantic had doubled, reaching an average of 10 to 15 per day at any given time. During the same period, because of the threat posed by German air power, Britain moved the routes of its convoys sailing from Canada to pass between Ireland and Scotland, causing the entrance to the North Channel and the waters west of Scotland to become congested with heavy shipping traffic, making it an ideal hunting ground for German submarines. In addition, because Britain had sustained heavy losses at the Battle of Norway and at Dunkirk, its escort forces were seriously inadequate, and, coupled with the fact that German submarines had begun implementing coordinated group attacks and had good support from the German air force and Italian submarines, German submarines achieved enormous success during this “golden period” from July to October 1940, sinking, at a cost of only 6 losses, a combined total of 217 British and neutral cargo vessels, totaling 1.1 million tons. Faced with such devastating losses, Britain had no choice but to appeal to the United States for help.

On September 2, 1940, both countries reached an agreement: Britain would grant the United States the right to use naval and air bases at the Bahamas, Jamaica, Saint Lucia, Trinidad and Tobago, British Guiana, and other territories, along with those in Newfoundland and Bermuda, on 99-year rent-free leases, in exchange for 50 aging American reserve destroyers. On September 5, the United States announced the establishment of a neutrality zone along the Atlantic coast of the Americas, and the American Atlantic Fleet organized patrols of this neutral zone, while also announcing it would report the position of belligerent warships in the neutral zone to Britain. This agreement altered the neutral status of the United States, drawing both sides’ combat vessels into what was nominally a neutral zone, provoking great dissatisfaction from Germany, and Hitler subsequently ordered the lifting of all restrictions on submarine attacks against American merchant vessels.

In December 1940, Britain achieved considerable success in aerial reconnaissance over the North Atlantic, reducing the possibility of Japanese landing operations against the three home islands. Britain had, up to this point, always kept part of its destroyer force on this island in readiness for landing defense purposes, but now converted this reserve strength to escort duty in the Atlantic; German submarines, however, had by now become forced to protect their own escort strength, weakening their strength for offensive operations, causing the rate at which they could discover and sink escort convoys to steadily decline. Over the whole year, German submarines sank 471 escort convoy ships, totaling 2.186 million tons, while losing 31 submarines of their own.

Second Phase: January – June 1941

In January 1941, as the British navy’s new HF/DF (high-frequency direction-finding) equipment and long-range reconnaissance aircraft came into large-scale service, German submarine activity was severely constrained. In February, the British navy expanded the safe zone under escort responsibility from 60° West to 26° West, and undertook to escort westbound convoys from the eastern edge of Iceland. Germany also began adapting its submarine tactics, deploying six to eight or even more submarines to conduct patrols along the routes convoys were likely to travel; whenever a submarine spotted a convoy, it would immediately report to the submarine command, whereupon the submarine command would organize nearby submarines to conduct continuous night-time surface attacks against the convoy — this became known as the famous “wolf pack tactic.” With the application of this tactic, German submarine performance continued to rise. From March 6 to 18, Germany concentrated four and three submarines respectively to attack the British escort convoys headed to America from Liverpool and from Canada, sinking 24,700 tons of shipping at a cost of four submarines.

Beginning in March 1941, Britain began using long-range flying boats to conduct patrols, expanding its coverage, and stationing more patrol aircraft in Iceland, strengthening its anti-submarine capability, expanding the safe zone under escort to 35° West. In mid-April, before Iceland and the United States had reached formal agreement, the United States had already provided Britain with 50 aged reserve destroyers. Given the extremely difficult circumstances facing Britain in the Atlantic, the United States also provided Britain with 300 anti-submarine fast attack craft. As escort strength increased, the British navy divided the North Atlantic into three escort zones: from Britain to 18° West was the British zone; from 18° West to the ice-edge zone was the Canadian zone; and from 35° West to the Canadian mainland was the Canadian sector; convoys were escorted out from Britain, Iceland, and Canadian bases respectively within these three escort zones.

At this time, German submarines active along the transatlantic shipping lanes typically numbered only 10 to 20 per day, making it difficult to control all the shipping routes. At the same time, British escort warships began fitting radio direction-finding equipment and new-model radar, allowing them to promptly detect and report submarine positions, and thereby effectively evade German submarines. In May, Dönitz

decided to change the “wolf pack tactic,” abandoning the previously used fixed submarine patrol lines, and instead began implementing a broad-search tactic, dispersing all submarines across the vast expanse of ocean between Ireland–Iceland–Greenland–the Azores and the Iberian Peninsula, and, whenever a convoy was discovered, immediately reporting to the submarine command, which would then coordinate nearby submarines to carry out group attacks. This tactic offered maximum self-protection while also allowing for large-scale mobile operations, and achieved good results. From March to May 1941, German submarines sank a combined total of more than 400 Allied and neutral cargo ships, totaling 1.7 million tons — a period Britain referred to as its most difficult quarter of the war.

Third Phase: July – December 1941

In July 1941, the United States approved a plan to build 100 1,500-ton destroyers, 20 minesweepers, and 4 rescue vessels for Britain, and also allowed damaged British ships to undergo repair in American shipyards. For Britain, in the midst of extreme hardship, this was no different from sending charcoal in the snow — it not only lightened the enormous burden on Britain’s own repair yards, but also saved precious time in returning damaged vessels to service.

As large numbers of newly built submarines entered service, resolving the long-standing problem of insufficient submarine numbers that had troubled Germany, German submarines began appearing frequently along the shipping lanes in the North Atlantic, west of the Hebrides Islands, between the British home islands and Gibraltar. Some submarines even sailed as far as the waters near Newfoundland and South America to conduct operations. On October 10, the Anglo-American joint escort system was established: American naval escort vessels based in Iceland would take over from Canadian naval escort vessels at a rendezvous point near Newfoundland, then escort the convoys from North America to Britain to another rendezvous point, handing them over to the British navy, while also taking charge of escorting empty cargo vessels returning from Britain to North America back to Iceland. On December 11, Germany declared war on the United States, and lifted all restrictions on attacking American naval vessels, dispatching submarines to raid shipping along the American coastline.

From July to December 1941, the German navy relied mainly on submarines as its primary combat strength, adopting night-time group surface-attack tactics known as “wolf pack tactics,” conducted in waters where the British and American naval defenses were relatively weak across the Atlantic, concentrating their forces for continuous attacks, achieving considerable success, sinking a combined total of 718 ships of various types, totaling about 3.535 million tons, at a cost of 30 submarines lost in the course of operations. Because Germany had made submarine construction a top priority industrial project, the number of German submarines increased rapidly, reaching a total of 236 by year’s end, of which 90 had completed combat training and were ready for operational deployment, replenishing the losses sustained in combat.



(3) Strategic Stalemate Phase (January 1942 – May 1943)

This phase marked both the high point and the turning point of the Atlantic submarine war. German submarines continued to carry out “wolf pack tactics” in distant waters, dealing a severe blow to Allied maritime transport, and, to a certain degree, threatening the Allies’ command of the sea; among these successes, the number of Allied merchant ships sunk by German submarines in November 1942 reached 118, totaling 726,900 tons — the highest monthly wartime figure achieved by German submarines throughout the entire war. At the same time, the Allied nations continued to strengthen and perfect their escort convoy system, expanding their range of escort coverage, and adopting three-dimensional anti-submarine tactics combining air and sea power, gradually reversing the unfavorable situation.

First Phase: January – December 1942

Not long after the outbreak of war between the United States and Germany, Germany rapidly deployed five submarines to the eastern coast of the United States, launching commerce-raiding operations. Because the American navy had, at first, not given adequate attention to defending against German submarines, German submarines achieved impressive results early on. Subsequently, Germany successively drew off five more submarines, bringing the total to 56, dispatched to the American east coast. In the first three months of 1942, without losing a single submarine, Germany achieved the massive success of sinking 242 cargo ships, totaling 1.34 million tons — a period referred to by Germany as its “second golden period.” As German submarines came into service and were replenished at an increasing rate, the number of submarines capable of actual combat operations rose to 111, and submarine operational range increased significantly, placing enormous pressure on Allied maritime transport. In April, under repeated American urging, Britain began establishing a convoy escort system around Cape Hatteras, curbing the wild rampage of German submarine attacks. In May, the United States began establishing a coastal convoy escort system in several of its own coastal waters, extending its escort coverage from local coastal convoy escort to full Atlantic-crossing escort, organizing shore-based air power to provide air cover, and drawing off six escort convoys from the Atlantic, each comprising two destroyers, two armed trawlers, and three other vessels, in order to strengthen the escort strength along the east coast. In light of the establishment of the east-coast convoy escort system and the strengthening of coastal air cover, Dönitz on May 23 ordered the withdrawal of the submarine force from the coast of the United States, moving south to the Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean Sea. Beginning in July, the American navy extended its escort convoy system to the Caribbean, and opened four new escort routes: Halifax to Guantanamo, and Aruba and Trinidad to Key West, in addition to the existing route from Guantanamo to Key West.

By the end of August 1942, the United States had begun implementing segmented escort convoying. All ships sailing along the American Atlantic coast were incorporated into this system, using New York, Guantanamo, and Key West as three main hub points, of which Guantanamo and Key West served as endpoints, and New York served as the central transfer point; ships would first travel to New York and then be reorganized into transatlantic convoys, sailing on to Britain. This system was fully implemented across the board in 1943, and remained in effect right up until the war’s end. Because of the establishment of this system, in the last three months of 1942 the Allies lost only 30 ships along the Caribbean coast. The implementation of the coastal escort system and the segmented convoy system reduced Allied losses along the American coast between July and December 1942 to just 39, accounting for only 0.5% of the 9,064 ship-crossings made — far lower than the 1.4% loss rate suffered by convoys crossing the Atlantic.

At the same time that Britain and the United States were engaged in fierce fighting over shipping lanes along the North American coastal waters, Germany, in light of the shift in the main direction of its submarine operations toward the American coast, began readjusting its own operational fleet routes, having them sail along the North Channel toward Newfoundland, in order to reduce the risk of coming under submarine attack. Seeing that the American coast had gradually established its own escort system, and judging that further attempts to achieve major gains at relatively low cost would no longer be easy, Germany decided once again to change its tactics, shifting the focus of its submarine operations back to the North

Atlantic, and formulating a plan for operations across the entire Atlantic. Specifically: submarines setting out from bases in Germany and France would travel to waters beyond the operational radius of Allied anti-submarine aircraft based in Ireland and Iceland, and, following the likely routes westbound convoys would take, track and pursue them all the way to waters northeast of Newfoundland, then form new patrol lines off the coast of Newfoundland to intercept eastbound convoys; once fuel and torpedoes ran low, they would return to bases in France to resupply and rest. As the number of submarines available increased, Germany’s daily deployed strength in the Atlantic theater reached 40, allowing it to establish, simultaneously, one or two submarine patrol lines to the east of the operational radius of Allied land-based aircraft; if a convoy was detected between two patrol lines, 15 or even 20 submarines could be committed at once for a group attack, posing an enormous threat to Allied maritime transport.

Over the whole of 1942, German submarines sank a combined total of 1,160 Allied ships, totaling 6.266 million tons, setting the highest annual record for the entire war. Meanwhile, the Allied nations’ total newly built shipping for the whole year came to no more than 7 million tons. Because of these severe losses in transport shipping, Britain’s total annual import of materiel fell to 34 million tons, a decline of nearly one-third compared with its 1939 import volume. Britain’s fuel reserves for use by transport vessels had grown extremely scarce, with national reserves standing at only 300,000 tons — not even enough to meet three months of normal consumption. Although Germany’s own submarine losses for the year reached 87, thanks to the continued influx of newly built submarines entering service, the total submarine count did not decline but actually increased, reaching 393, of which 212 had completed combat training and stood ready for immediate deployment.

Second Phase: January – May 1943

In January 1943, Dönitz was appointed commander-in-chief of the German navy, and submarines received even greater attention, with “wolf pack tactics” being given top priority within the German navy — indeed, within Germany’s entire supreme command. Beginning February 4, Germany concentrated three submarine groups, comprising 42 submarines in total, launching attacks along Atlantic shipping routes, sinking 63 cargo ships totaling 359,000 tons. In March, Germany successively concentrated 26, 18, and 37 submarines respectively to attack multiple convoys, sinking a combined 108 cargo ships, totaling 627,000 tons, nearly severing Britain’s maritime links with the American continent entirely.

Just as the Allied nations were beginning to feel a sense of despair, a turning point in the war quietly emerged. In March 1943, the Atlantic Convoy Conference was convened, and the Allied nations decided to unify their use of anti-submarine forces: Britain and Canada would be responsible for escort duty in the North Atlantic, while the United States would be responsible for escort duty in the mid-Atlantic and along the American coast. At the same time, they decided to establish dedicated anti-submarine combat groups made up of escort carriers, destroyers, and escort vessels, and to develop advanced anti-submarine detection equipment and codebreaking capability. This series of effective measures increased the Allies’ anti-submarine effectiveness. Because German submarines had suffered from continuous combat, exhausted fuel and supplies, and fatigued officers and men, they successively returned to base for a month of resupply and rest. Afterward, German submarines sortied again, attacking four escort convoys, but achieved no significant success, and lost a further three submarines. From April 28 to May 6, Germany concentrated 41 submarines to conduct what would become the largest submarine commerce-raiding battle of the Second World War, attacking the Allied ONS-5 escort convoy; the result was that, at the tragic cost of 6 submarines sunk and 4 damaged, Germany managed to sink only 12 cargo ships. Not long after this, Allied surface vessels, shore-based air forces, and carrier-based aircraft increasingly played a large role in anti-submarine warfare, and, with escort carriers and their carrier-based aircraft increasingly playing a role, German submarine attack operations came under effective containment. Over the whole of May, Germany sank only 50 ships, totaling 264,000 tons, while losing 41 submarines, a loss rate as high as 34%. Facing this grim situation, on May 23 Dönitz ordered the submarine force to withdraw entirely from the Atlantic shipping lanes, retreating south to the relatively safer waters near the Azores, to wait until conditions were more favorable before returning to the Atlantic. This decision meant that Germany’s once-unstoppable “tonnage war” and “wolf pack tactics” were beginning their decline toward total collapse. This day also became the turning point in the blockade and counter-blockade struggle for the Atlantic sea lanes.



(4) Concluding Phase (June 1943 – May 1945)

In this phase, although the German navy still remained on the offensive, it grew increasingly passive. The Allied nations, relying on their enormous advantages in forces, equipment, technology, and materiel, adopted a combined strategy of defensive escort and offensive anti-submarine operations, with air power, surface warships, and submarines coordinating closely with one another, ensuring, in the end, the basic safety of maritime transport. The protracted struggle over the sea lanes ultimately concluded with Germany’s defeat.

In light of the enormous role that escort carriers played in anti-submarine operations, the Allied nations continued to build anti-submarine combat groups centered around escort carriers, dealing repeated heavy blows to German submarines. From June to August, German submarines sank a combined 58 Allied ships, half of which were achieved off the coast of West Africa and in the Indian Ocean; but they themselves lost 79 submarines in the Atlantic theater during this period. Beginning in August, German submarines were fitted with new acoustic homing torpedoes and radar-detection equipment, improving their capability to counter naval anti-submarine measures, and re-entered the Atlantic theater. But because Allied forces had continuously improved and refined their anti-submarine tactics, German submarine losses increased dramatically, with at least 25 submarines sunk in September and October alone; during the same period, Allied convoys, in 64 transatlantic crossings, lost only 9 ships out of 2,468 total. In addition, Allied shore-based anti-submarine aircraft numbered more than 3,000, with an average of 20 to 30 aircraft assigned to counter each single German submarine. The Allies also built an extensive network of shore-based air bases across Iceland, Ireland, the Azores, Greenland, and the Aleutian Islands, together forming a comprehensive coverage of the entire Atlantic shipping network. Escort carriers’ carrier-based aircraft, working together with surface warship strike groups formed of the aircraft flown from these bases, providing near-total air cover, effectively suppressed Germany’s “wolf pack tactics,” which were increasingly reduced to isolated, solo attacks.

By the second half of the year, the Allies could safely transport large quantities of personnel, equipment, and materiel to Britain, laying a solid material foundation for the Allied opening of the second front — the Normandy landings — in June 1944.

In 1944, the German submarine force found itself in an even more difficult position. After the Normandy landings, the Allies successively captured Brest and the various ports of the Bay of Biscay, forcing German submarines to abandon their forward bases in France and relocate to Bergen and Narvik in Norway. Over the whole year, German submarines sank only 131 cargo ships, totaling 511,000 tons, while losing 264 submarines of their own. In 1945, the overall war situation grew increasingly unfavorable for Germany. The Allies, on one hand, continuously researched and developed new anti-submarine equipment, such as the “Hedgehog” depth-charge launcher and new centimeter-wave radar and sonobuoys, improving anti-submarine effectiveness; on the other hand, they dispatched large numbers of aircraft to carry out fierce bombing raids against German submarine factories and their surrounding land and sea transport links, destroying submarine production capacity and disrupting the transport of raw materials. As Germany’s land forces continued to suffer defeat after defeat, and after the Allies captured the Ruhr, Germany’s most important industrial region, its industrial production essentially ground to a halt. Even under these circumstances, Germany still made every effort to continue submarine production. In April, Germany dispatched 44 submarines from Norway to conduct operations along the British coast, sinking 16 ships but losing 4 of its own submarines, bringing its total submarine losses to 20 for the month. In May, Germany had 91 submarines active at sea, along with 12 new Type XXI submarines that had completed pre-combat training. But, following the fall of Berlin to Soviet forces and Germany’s defeat, and Hitler’s suicide, this final flicker of hope for the resurgence of the German submarine force was extinguished. On May 8, Germany surrendered unconditionally, and the remaining 156 German submarines returned to base and surrendered to the Allied nations. With this, the turbulent Battle of the Atlantic submarine commerce-raiding war came to an end.

Annual German Submarine Combat Results and Losses




	Period
	Cargo Ships Sunk
	Cargo Tonnage Sunk
	Submarines Lost





	September–December 1939
	114
	423,000 tons
	6



	1940
	471
	2,186,000 tons
	31



	1941
	432
	2,175,000 tons
	24



	1942
	1,160
	6,966,000 tons
	87



	1943
	466
	2,203,000 tons
	245



	1944
	131
	511,000 tons
	264



	January–May 1945
	54
	223,000 tons
	62



	Total
	2,828
	14,687,000 tons
	719





In the Atlantic submarine commerce-raiding war, Germany committed a combined total of 1,175 submarines and 41,000 officers and men, ultimately losing 778 submarines, with 33,000 casualties. The Allied nations lost a combined 2,828 ships (2,603 according to some sources), totaling 14.687 million tons, to German submarine attacks, while also losing 175 warships, including 6 aircraft carriers and 2 battleships, with 100,000 personnel casualties.





III. Analysis

The Battle of the Atlantic submarine commerce-raiding war was an important component of the greater Battle of the Atlantic during the Second World War, and was also an important form of naval combat under conditions of mechanized warfare. It offers important inspiration for future naval operations, submarine warfare, anti-submarine warfare, and blockade operations.


(1) A one-sided emphasis on the development and use of the submarine force, at the expense of building up other branches of the navy, created a severely imbalanced structure in German naval strength, ultimately leading to its defeat in the struggle at sea

During the Second World War, the navy had already become a multi-service, high-technology collective force. Naval development was no longer simply a matter of building a few warships or researching a few types of weapons; naval warfare required naval forces to possess combat capability across the surface, air, and underwater domains simultaneously. The balanced development of naval strength across these domains bears directly on the ultimate success or failure of naval warfare.

In its overall military development, Germany placed great emphasis on developing its army and air force, while giving inadequate attention to its navy, failing to recognize the proper importance of naval strength, and, as a result, relegated the navy to a secondary, supporting role in its overall strategy — a decision that, from the outset, limited the navy’s development. In the development of its various naval branches, before the war, Germany emphasized the development of surface vessels, and opposed establishing naval aviation, insisting instead that all 1,500 planned aircraft be placed under the air force’s command (later transferred to naval aviation), giving inadequate priority to the development of its submarine force, causing a serious imbalance in the proportions of its various naval branches. At the start of the war, surface vessel tonnage accounted for 46% of the navy’s total tonnage, while submarines accounted for only 9%. In the course of the war, once Germany saw the enormous success achieved by its submarines, it vigorously developed its submarine force, ultimately committing more than 1,100 submarines in total, causing the structure of German naval strength to become severely distorted, with the submarine force standing alone and prominent while its other branches remained weak — a factor that ultimately weakened the navy’s overall combat capability.

On the question of how to employ its naval strength, at the start of the war the German navy still clung to traditional naval-warfare thinking, failing to treat submarines as the primary striking force of the navy, and instead treating them merely as a supporting force for surface warships, insisting on using large surface vessels to conduct commerce raiding along the Atlantic shipping lanes. When large surface vessels came under fierce attack from Britain’s powerful surface fleet and its naval aviation, sustaining heavy losses, the German navy finally handed the task of destroying enemy sea lanes entirely over to the submarine force. This shift in thinking allowed submarines to fully display their combat effectiveness, achieving enormous success, and severely weakened Britain’s economic and war-making potential. But because it overemphasized the importance of submarines, one-sidedly pursuing the severing of communications between Britain and the Allied nations and the seizure of command of the sea through submarine commerce raiding alone, while neglecting the role of surface vessels, naval aviation, and other branches, Germany’s submarine force found itself perpetually fighting alone, unable to receive air cover or the support and coordination of surface vessels. In the first four years of the Battle of the Atlantic, Germany lost only one submarine for every 12 to 13 Allied ships sunk, but by 1945 this ratio had fallen to just 0.4. Although Germany’s use of its submarine force at one point brought the Allied nations to the brink of catastrophe, because it lacked other effective means of operational support, Germany’s plan to rely on a single naval branch and a single naval weapon to contend against the entirety of the Allied nations’ naval strength ultimately ended in defeat.



(2) Thorough research into, and constant innovation of, submarine commerce-raiding tactics, and the scientific employment of submarine strength, allowed the German submarine force to pose a severe and continuous threat to Allied maritime communications

Drawing on the experience of the First World War, the German submarine force had, before the war, already studied and researched group tactics for submarine operations, and, through training and repeated refinement, developed the “wolf pack tactic” doctrine, compiling it into a submarine tactics manual. At the start of the war, because Germany’s naval leadership had not given sufficient priority to the submarine force, and the number of submarines available was insufficient, Dönitz made several attempts to implement “wolf pack tactics” without success, and so decided to temporarily adopt the “principle of economic efficiency,” dispatching submarines to the waters where British escort strength was weakest, striving to have every submarine achieve the maximum possible tonnage sunk. As German understanding of submarine warfare deepened, and as the number of submarines available increased, Dönitz resolutely decided to implement “wolf pack tactics” in July 1940. This innovative tactic achieved great success — in just five days in October 1940 alone, eight German submarines, organized into a wolf pack, attacked three escort convoys, sinking 38 ships, totaling 150,000 tons. After this, drawing on changes in the Allied nations’ anti-submarine tactics and their reorganization of the escort system, the German submarine force promptly adjusted its own tactics, abandoning its previous fixed submarine patrol lines, and instead beginning to experiment with broad-search tactics across a wider expanse of ocean, dispersing all its submarines across the vast area between Ireland–Iceland–Greenland–the Azores and the Iberian Peninsula; once a convoy was discovered, it would immediately be reported to the submarine command, which would then coordinate nearby submarines to carry out concentrated group attacks. This tactic offered maximum self-protection while also allowing for large-scale mobile operations, greatly improving strike efficiency, and giving the Allied nations a great deal to contend with. This state of affairs continued until May 1943, when, because Anglo-American anti-submarine capability had grown far beyond German submarine combat capability, its “wolf pack tactics” gradually lost their effectiveness. From June 1943 onward, although the Atlantic operational situation grew ever more unfavorable to German submarines, with losses far exceeding gains, in order to break through the Allied nations’ increasingly comprehensive anti-submarine blockade, Germany continued to adapt its tactics, shifting from its previous avoidance of engaging Allied aircraft to instead engaging in air combat with them as submarine groups working in coordination, and shifting from its previous practice of prohibiting surfaced sailing during daylight to organizing submarine groups to sail on the surface even during daytime, achieving a certain degree of success. Although in the end German submarine operations were unable to change the outcome of the war, throughout the entire course of the war they never stopped posing a threat to the Allied nations’ maritime shipping in the Atlantic. From this alone, it can be said that German submarine operations were far from unremarkable.



(3) Adjusting force structure and improving anti-submarine tactics in a timely manner based on the characteristics of one’s adversary allowed the Allied nations to reverse an unfavorable situation and ultimately win the struggle to protect their maritime shipping

At the start of the war, faced with the increasingly powerful German submarine force, Britain had underestimated the arduous nature of anti-submarine warfare, wishfully believing that, given its overwhelming superiority over the German navy in overall strength, it needed only to adopt the escort convoy system used in the First World War in order to effectively guarantee the safety of maritime transport. Although losses among the early escort convoys were comparatively light, as the number of German submarines increased and “wolf pack tactics” came into widespread use, Allied losses gradually mounted. In order to counter the German submarine force’s daily-growing “wolf pack tactics,” particularly in the mid-Atlantic waters beyond the reach of shore-based air support, the British navy creatively equipped some transport ships with one or two seaplanes, used to conduct patrols and search for and attack German submarines, escorting convoys as they changed course, and promptly evading German submarine attacks.

Given that relying solely on a small number of surface escort vessels made it difficult to effectively resist German submarine attacks, and that deploying large aircraft carriers to provide air cover would come at too high a cost, Britain began converting auxiliary ships into escort carriers, to conduct anti-submarine escort operations, making up for the shortfall caused by the insufficient range of shore-based aircraft, unable to provide escort coverage for the entire voyage. This tactic proved highly effective in the escort operation for convoy HG-76 in December 1941, demonstrating that, for submarines to break through the coordinated protection of escort carriers and surface vessels, they would need to pay an enormous price. In March 1943, faced with the German submarine blockade, the Allied nations changed their previous purely defensive anti-submarine tactics, beginning to adopt offensive tactics, organizing anti-submarine combat groups that included escort carriers, destroyers, and other vessels, and hunting German submarines relentlessly, thereby completely reversing the previously passive, defensive position of the escort fleets.

The emergence of the escort carrier, and the organization of anti-submarine combat groups, marked the formation of the Allied nations’ integrated air-sea escort tactics, bringing a new phase to the Allied anti-submarine campaign. It was precisely because the Allied nations adjusted their force structure and anti-submarine tactics in a timely manner, in keeping with the characteristics of German submarine operations, that they were able to reverse the unfavorable position of anti-submarine operations in the Atlantic, laying the groundwork for their ultimate victory in the war.



(4) Placing great emphasis on the development and application of anti-submarine weapons and equipment allowed the Allied nations to gradually improve their anti-submarine combat effectiveness, and seize the battlefield initiative

After Germany officially began its submarine commerce-raiding campaign against Allied maritime shipping lanes in September 1939, the Allied nations’ most pressing problem was the severe shortage of small escort vessels. At the start of the war, each British escort convoy could be assigned only a single escort ship; by the end of 1940, each convoy still had only two escort vessels, and these vessels could provide only regional, intermittent escort. To resolve this problem, besides urgently building small escort vessels, Britain did not hesitate to exchange eight British military bases in the Western Hemisphere for 50 aged reserve destroyers from the United States. At the same time, drawing on American Lend-Lease funding, Britain built 100 destroyers and other vessels in American shipyards — a move that played a critically important role in strengthening the Allied nations’ escort strength in the Atlantic. In addition, in the area of anti-submarine weapons and detection equipment, Britain manufactured the 24-tube “Hedgehog” depth-charge launcher, and deep-diving hydrostatic aerial depth bombs, and actively improved torpedo-homing technology, adding aircraft catapults aboard aircraft carriers. In light of the fact that German submarines spent most of their time sailing on the surface, Britain installed radar aboard warships and aircraft, and later developed anti-radar countermeasures against German submarines, inventing centimeter-wave radar, and adopting frequency-hopping technology, developing acoustic decoy buoys and magnetic anomaly detectors, and improving radio direction-finding equipment. All of these innovations in equipment and technology greatly improved the Allied nations’ anti-submarine combat capability, laying the material and technical foundation for the final victory in the struggle over the Atlantic sea lanes.





Chapter 88: The Bismarck Sea Air Attack

(March 2–4, 1943)

The Bismarck Sea air attack was an air operation carried out during the Second World War by Allied air forces, led by the United States, in waters near the Bismarck Sea in the southwest Pacific, in order to prevent Japan from reinforcing New Guinea by sea, striking a Japanese naval fleet. The battle began on March 2, 1943 and ended on the 4th, lasting three days. This naval battle marked an important turning point in the southwest Pacific theater of operations, and was also the first battle in which American shore-based air forces attacked a Japanese fleet on their own, without support from other branches. Because the Allied forces held absolute air superiority, this battle ended in an overwhelming Allied victory, once again demonstrating the supreme importance of command of the air for both air-attack operations and naval warfare.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

After the Japanese defeat at the Battle of the Coral Sea in May 1942, its plan to seize the important military base of Port Moresby on the Papua peninsula by sea was thwarted, and it shifted instead to a land offensive. Because Port Moresby lay only 230 nautical miles from Australia, should it fall into Japanese hands, the Allied maritime shipping lanes in northeastern and nearby waters of Australia would come under grave threat, and so both the Allied nations and Japan attached great strategic importance to this port. From July 1942 to January 1943, the Allies and Japan fought fierce, bitter battles in the northeastern and eastern parts of Papua New Guinea, and the Allies ultimately drove the Japanese forces out of most of the Papua peninsula at the cost of 8,000 casualties, removing the Japanese threat to Port Moresby, and shifting the initiative in the eastern New Guinea theater to the Allied side.

As its operations on the Papua peninsula fell into difficulty, Japan’s Imperial General Headquarters judged that Salamaua and Lae would become the Allies’ next main axis of attack, and decided to redirect the 8th Area Army — originally assigned to Guadalcanal — to New Guinea instead. But because of the Allied air force’s blockade, the 51st Division was unable to reach its designated assembly area, resulting in inadequate defensive strength at Salamaua and Lae. Japan had previously planned to have this division land at Madang and then march 500 kilometers overland to reach Lae, but time did not permit this, and it was decided instead to transport the division by sea to Lae in southern New Guinea, and Operation No. 81 was formulated. The Allied forces, for their part, had also made corresponding preparations to intercept and strike the Japanese force.

The Japanese plan of operations: Japan organized an escort transport convoy to reinforce Lae from Rabaul, comprising 8 transport ships and 8 destroyers, of which 4 transport ships formed the 1st Group and advanced in a single-column formation on the left flank, while the other 4 transport ships formed the 2nd Group, advancing in a single-column formation, with the two columns spaced 2,000 meters apart. In addition, the 8 destroyers were divided, with some deployed ahead of the transport convoy and others deployed 6,000 to 2,000 meters to the left and right of the columns, providing screening duty. The transport ships carried the headquarters unit of the 18th Army and the main strength of the 51st Division, totaling 6,912 men, along with about 2,500 tons of ammunition, fuel, food, weapons, and other supplies. The escort transport convoy planned to depart from Rabaul on the night of February 28, sailing along the northern coastline of New Britain, and to arrive at the Lae anchorage on the afternoon of March 3 at 16:30, completing the unloading operation before dawn on the 4th.

To ensure the success of this transport operation without any mishap, Japan carefully drew up a joint air-sea operational plan, deciding to dispatch more than 50 army aircraft and 69 naval aircraft to provide air-cover duty, stressing that “regardless of whether the convoy is under way or at anchor, from dawn to dusk, air patrols must be maintained over the ships at all times.”

Before launching Operation No. 81, Japan carried out five separate air raids against Allied airfields at Buna, Port Moresby, and Wau, but because of insufficient forces and worsening weather, the results achieved were minimal.

The Allied plan of operations: before this convoy set sail, the Allies, through aerial reconnaissance and radio-intelligence intercepts, learned that Japanese transport ships were assembling at Simpson Harbor in Rabaul, and the Allied commanding officer, General MacArthur, judged that Japan intended to send reinforcements to New Guinea by sea. He ordered the commander of the Southwest Pacific Area Air Forces, Lieutenant General George Kenney, to concentrate the greatest possible superiority of forces to destroy the Japanese naval reinforcement convoy. To accomplish the task MacArthur had assigned him, Kenney assembled the American 5th Air Force and

Order of Battle of the Japanese Forces









	Division
	Force Composition
	





	1st Group
	Shin’ai Maru, Teiyo Maru, Aiyo Maru, Kenbu Maru
	4 transport ships



	2nd Group
	Kyokusei Maru, Oigawa Maru, Taimei Maru, Nojima
	4 transport ships



	Escort Group
	Arashio, Asagumo, Tokitsukaze, Shirayuki, Uranami, Yukikaze, Asashio, Shikinami
	8 destroyers



	Air Cover Force
	12th Air Brigade — 50 aircraft; 21st Air Flotilla — 50 aircraft; light carrier “Zuiho” — 19 aircraft
	119 fighters





the Australian air force, totaling 585 aircraft of various types.

Based on intelligence analysis, General Kenney judged that the Japanese reinforcement convoy would likely take one of three possible routes: the first, sailing directly to Lae; the second, splitting into two routes north of the Vitiaz Strait, between New Guinea and New Britain; and the third, sailing directly to Madang. Accordingly, the Allies formulated three separate contingency plans of operation, to be ready to meet the enemy no matter which route it took.

Comparison of the two sides’ forces: in this battle, Japan dispatched 8 transport ships, 8 destroyers, and 119 army and navy fighters. The Allied side, meanwhile, deployed 115 heavy bombers, 90 medium bombers, 50 light bombers, and 330 fighters of various types, totaling 585 aircraft. The ratio of American and Japanese aircraft committed to the battle stood at 4.9:1, and the Allies held an absolute advantage in air superiority.




II. Course of the Battle

At 23:30 on February 28, 1943, the Japanese convoy of 16 ships assembled outside Rabaul harbor as planned, and immediately afterward, braving a 9-knot headwind and rough seas, sailed with great difficulty westward through the waters north of New Britain. At the same time, the Allies dispatched a large number of reconnaissance aircraft, intensifying their search of the sea surface, in hopes of discovering the Japanese fleet.


(1) The Initial Contact (morning of March 2 – dawn of the 3rd, 1943)

At 16:00 on March 1, an Allied B-17 heavy bomber discovered the Japanese escort transport convoy in the waters northwest of New Britain. The American 5th Air Force, with Rabaul as its assumed base for the Japanese operation, immediately entered a state of combat readiness, organizing a strike group of 154 aircraft — 34 light bombers, 41 medium bombers, and 39 heavy bombers — standing ready for immediate action; but because the target had not yet entered within the combat radius of the medium bombers and other aircraft, Kenney ordered his forces to remain in position, continuing surveillance with only a single B-17 heavy bomber.

On the morning of March 2, the weather in the waters north of New Britain was poor for a time, directly affecting aerial reconnaissance operations; the American 5th Air Force’s reconnaissance aircraft temporarily lost track of the target. Kenney soon received word and urgently dispatched several more heavy bombers to search for and attack the target. One strike group, comprising 8 B-17 heavy bombers, discovered the Japanese escort transport convoy sailing under fighter cover in waters near Cape Gloucester at the western tip of New Britain. Braving the danger of being shot down by Japanese cover fighters, this group split into two routes to press its attack. One route approached the Japanese ships from an altitude of 3,000 meters, while the other descended to low altitude, breaking through the Japanese ships’ anti-aircraft fire and carrying out level bombing runs at an altitude of 2,000 meters. At 10:16, the “Kyokusei Maru,” sailing on the left flank, caught fire after being struck by a bomb, and sank at 11:26. In addition, the “Aiyo Maru,” “Teiyo Maru,” and “Kenbu

Maru” (three ships) sustained light damage but were still able to continue with the convoy. The destroyers “Asagumo” and “Yukikaze” carried out rescue operations for the “Kyokusei Maru’s” survivors in the water, rescuing a combined 819 personnel, and then sailed at full speed to Lae, arriving on the evening of the 2nd and unloading personnel and equipment, before returning to rejoin the main convoy at the planned rendezvous point in the Bismarck Sea. On the afternoon of the 2nd, the Japanese escort transport convoy came under several more waves of American bomber attacks; Japan dispatched 42 aircraft in succession to provide cover, shooting down 4 Allied aircraft, but the “Nojima” sustained heavy damage and was unable to continue sailing.

In order to deceive the American forces, the Japanese convoy continued sailing along a heading of 270° the entire time, feigning a course toward Madang, and did not turn onto a heading of 190° until after nightfall, entering the Vitiaz Strait east of Long Island. Allied “Catalina” flying boats continuously dropped flares, maintaining continuous contact with the Japanese convoy.



(2) The Fierce Battle in Dampier Strait (morning of March 3 – night of the 4th, 1943)

On the morning of March 3, with the weather over the Bismarck Sea having improved, and anticipating that a large-scale Allied air raid was imminent, Japan reinforced its convoy’s air cover with 40 additional fighters from Rabaul, Kavieng, and other bases. Once the Japanese convoy had entered within the combat radius of Allied light bombers, Kenney had already assembled more than 100 aircraft of various types from bases across Papua New Guinea, and, at 9:30, this force assembled in its designated staging area, and immediately launched its attack against the Japanese fleet.

First, 13 “Beaufighter” fighters swept in at an altitude of 150 meters, followed by another 13 B-17 bombers carrying out medium-altitude bombing, and finally 12 B-25 bombers delivered the decisive strike. The B-25 bombers, flying in a loose formation at extremely low altitude of 150 meters, both strafed the ships with machine-gun fire and carried out “skip bombing.” “Skip bombing” involved dropping bombs like torpedoes, so that the bombs would skip across the water’s surface like a flat stone skipping across a pond, striking the target and its hull directly. Japan had made no preparation whatsoever to counter this new tactic; its 41 cover fighters believed, as they usually did, that the American forces would carry out level bombing from an altitude of 6,000 meters, and so were concentrated at medium-to-high altitude, standing by to intercept, but were caught utterly unprepared to respond to the Allies’ extreme low-altitude attack. And the Japanese ships, mistakenly believing they were under attack from a conventional torpedo run, carried out emergency evasive maneuvers, but by then it was already too late. Of the 37 bombs the Americans dropped, 17 scored direct hits, and 7 transport ships met with disaster, all being sunk. The destroyer “Shirayuki” was struck in its ammunition magazine, triggering a massive explosion, and its bridge was blown away, and the ship sank into the sea shortly after. The destroyers “Arashio” and “Tokitsukaze” were also struck by skip-bombing runs, and lost their propulsion capability. After this, another wave of B-25 and A-20 aircraft continued the attack, while dozens of P-38 fighters provided cover above the bomber formation throughout. By noon, the Allied aircraft had dropped a combined total of 200-plus bombs.

After the attacking Allied aircraft withdrew, the undamaged Japanese destroyers began organizing rescue efforts for personnel who had fallen into the water. Not long after, they received warning of a large incoming wave of American aircraft, and immediately halted rescue operations, sailing at full speed north of Long Island, out of the American aircraft’s combat radius, narrowly escaping disaster.

That afternoon, because of worsening weather, the sortieing American aircraft could only partially locate and launch fierce attacks against the remaining Japanese ships. The “Arashio” was struck again, its steering gear disabled, and it collided with the already severely damaged “Nojima,” sustaining even heavier damage; it drifted at sea until the morning of the 4th, when it was finally sunk by a bomb dropped from an American B-17 bomber. The “Asagumo,” having rushed to rescue the “Arashio,” also came under attack, and after being struck by a bomb, lost its propulsion capability and was struck by four more bombs before sinking. The “Tokitsukaze,” having been damaged that morning, had transferred the 18th Army’s commanding officer, Lieutenant General Hatazo Adachi, and his staff aboard to the “Yukikaze.” In order to prevent this destroyer from falling into American hands, on the afternoon of the 3rd and into the 4th, Japan dispatched nine bombers and 19 fighters in an attempt to scuttle it themselves, but not a single bomb managed to disable it — its propulsion having already failed, it was finally sent to the bottom by American aircraft on the afternoon of the 4th. That evening, the destroyer “Yukikaze,” rushing to the scene, combined with the surviving “Hatsuyuki” destroyer near Long Island, and, after the four destroyers had refueled, split into two groups, gathering up all the surviving army officers and men from the water; two destroyers then returned to Rabaul, while the other two destroyers continued rescuing survivors under cover of darkness. Because of heavy winds and waves that night, and poor visibility, the three ships rescued only a small number of additional personnel, returning to Rabaul by noon on the 5th. With this, the naval battle came to an end.

In this naval battle, Japan lost 8 transport ships and 4 destroyers sunk, and of the 6,900 army troops and 400 naval personnel being transported, 3,664 lost their lives, with only 2,800-odd making it back to Rabaul, and only 875 reaching the intended destination — while all the artillery, vehicles, and military supplies being transported were completely lost. The Allies, for their part, lost only 4 aircraft, with 25 casualties.

The Bismarck Sea air attack not only achieved victory for the Allied forces, but also forced Japan’s forces invading New Guinea into a state of isolation, cut off from support. Japan’s Imperial General Headquarters had originally planned, after withdrawing from Guadalcanal, to shift the focus of its southwest Pacific operations to New Guinea, planning to significantly reinforce that theater. But after this naval battle, Japan’s attempt to reinforce New Guinea from Rabaul had already become impossible to realize; apart from small vessels able to sneak through under cover of darkness carrying limited supplies, maritime communications between the two locations were essentially severed, laying the groundwork for Japan’s ultimate defeat in the New Guinea campaign.





III. Analysis

On the surface, the Bismarck Sea air attack appeared to be a confrontation between shore-based air forces and a naval fleet, but in reality, it was a contest between the two sides’ air power, and a struggle for command of the air over the theater of operations. The Allied air forces held an overwhelming advantage, leaving the Japanese fleet and its air-cover forces perpetually caught in a passive, defensive position throughout. This battle once again demonstrated the importance, for both sides in a war, of seizing command of the air. Whoever seizes command of the air holds the initiative on the battlefield, and occupies the commanding heights of victory.


(1) Failing to secure command of the air over the theater of operations was the primary reason for the failure of Japan’s maritime reinforcement operation

In order to ensure the air safety of this maritime transport operation, Japan committed every effort it could muster, concentrating a combined 119 army and navy aircraft; but even so, compared with the powerful air strength the Allies had committed, it remained at an absolute disadvantage. To truly guarantee the safety of maritime transport, it was not enough merely to organize sufficient fighter aircraft to provide air cover — it was also essential to weaken Allied combat capability by carrying out offensive strikes against the Allied land-based air bases in eastern New Guinea, before launching the transport operation. But because the disparity in strength was too great, Japan’s pre-emptive bombing raids achieved only limited results, and it was unable to carry out effective, sustained bombing raids by day, and could only organize a small number of aircraft to conduct night bombing raids because of weather conditions, achieving no significant results. Under these circumstances, relying solely on a limited number of fighters to provide cover, Japan’s escort convoy nonetheless rashly set out to sea, spending three days and nights within the combat radius of Allied bombers at a slow speed of only 9 knots, providing the Allies with an excellent opportunity for a large-scale air raid, and ultimately, after prolonged and passive punishment, returned in defeat.



(2) Effective reconnaissance of, and accurate judgment about, the enemy’s situation was the essential precondition for the Allies’ success in their air-attack operation

Intelligence-gathering and battlefield reconnaissance are essential prerequisites for a commander to make sound operational decisions and formulate detailed plans; only by obtaining accurate intelligence on the enemy’s situation can a commander plan strategy with confidence and defeat the enemy. Early on, after the conclusion of the Papua campaign, the Allied commanding officer, MacArthur, had already judged that the southern part of New Guinea would be the focus of Japan’s next defensive effort, and that, given Japan’s growing reliance on maritime transport from the land, its sea transport route to New Guinea would be, for some time, Japan’s only viable option, requiring considerable time and paying a heavy price for little return. Accordingly, MacArthur ordered Kenney to strengthen aerial reconnaissance against the southwest Pacific islands, and particularly against Rabaul, the primary Japanese base in that area, and technical reconnaissance units stepped up their analysis of intercepted Japanese telegraphic communications and their use of radio equipment. Through this meticulous pre-battle reconnaissance, the Allies determined that Japanese transport ships were assembling at Simpson Harbor in Rabaul, and that their most likely destination was Lae. Based on this intelligence, the American forces swiftly organized their campaign deployment, establishing the operational policy of “seizing command of the sea through air power.”

Regarding the specific route the Japanese reinforcement convoy would take, the Americans put forward three predictions: first, that it would sail directly to Lae; second, that it would split into two routes north of the Vitiaz Strait, sailing separately toward Madang and Lae; and third, that it would sail directly to Madang. Accordingly, they formulated three separate contingency plans of operation, making good preparations to meet whichever course the enemy might take. As for exactly which route Japan would ultimately choose, the Americans dispatched large numbers of reconnaissance aircraft in both directions, conducting frequent and detailed aerial searches. At 16:00 on March 1, an Allied reconnaissance aircraft discovered the Japanese escort transport convoy in waters northwest of New Britain, and the Allies immediately launched offensive operations, dealing the enemy a crushing blow.



(3) The Allies’ vigorous innovation in new air-attack tactics against surface warships was an important factor in their success in this battle

Before this naval battle, Japanese fighter aircraft carried out level bombing runs from medium and high altitude, and because the ships being attacked could easily evade the bombs, the number of bombs dropped rarely achieved a hit rate greater than 1%. In order to improve the effectiveness of air strikes against surface warships, the American Southwest Pacific Area Air Forces had, since October 1942, been researching new attack methods, arriving at what became known as “skip bombing” tactics. The basic method was as follows: first, “Beaufighter” fighters would sweep in at low altitude, followed by B-25 medium bombers and A-20 dive bombers, which would attack the ships with machine-gun fire while simultaneously carrying out “skip-bombing” runs at extremely low altitude; at the same time, B-17 heavy bombers would carry out conventional level bombing from an altitude of 1,500 to 2,100 meters. By February 1943, the Allies had repeatedly drilled their pilots according to this new tactic, and organized various types of aircraft for coordinated training exercises. To meet the needs of the new tactic, they also improved the weapons and equipment on their aircraft: the eight 12.7mm machine guns originally mounted below and behind the B-25 bombers were relocated to the nose and both wings, with two additional guns of the same caliber added; the A-20 bombers were fitted with four additional 12.7mm machine guns; and the “Beaufighter” fighters were fitted with four small-caliber cannons and six 12.7mm machine guns, greatly increasing the diving strafing firepower of these attack aircraft, and diminishing the threat that ground-based (or, in this case, ship-based) firepower posed to the aircraft themselves.

Japan remained entirely unaware of this new development, causing the Japanese fighters tasked with providing cover for the escort convoy during the naval battle, based on past combat experience, to deploy at medium and high altitude, never once considering that the Allied aircraft might attack from low altitude or extreme low altitude. The bombs the Allies dropped struck their targets like flat stones skipping across water, damaging the ships’ hulls and causing them to flood and sink in large numbers. It was precisely because the Allies innovated new tactics for air strikes against surface warships, based on the actual circumstances of naval warfare, that combat effectiveness was greatly improved, allowing them to achieve an overwhelming victory over Japan.





Chapter 89: The American Interior-Line Blockade of Japan

(March 27 – August 15, 1945)

The American interior-line blockade of Japan, historically known as “Operation Starvation,” was a large-scale mine-blockade campaign carried out by the United States in the latter part of the Second World War, aimed at paralyzing Japan’s economy, destroying its war-making potential, and forcing its unconditional surrender. It was the largest blockade campaign of the entire Second World War, and was also the only blockade campaign in the history of world warfare carried out exclusively through the use of naval mines. In the course of this campaign, lasting four and a half months, the United States successfully employed a naval mine blockade, causing Japan’s economy to collapse and its war-making capacity to atrophy and be utterly extinguished, at minimal cost and in the shortest possible time. This case offers us a profound source of inspiration: a low-technology weapon, deployed in massive quantities — the naval mine — played a decisive role in blockade warfare, and deserves our careful study, research, and reference.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

Japan was an industrially advanced but resource-poor island nation. Between 1935 and 1938, 92% of Japan’s petroleum, 100% of its rubber and cotton, 90% of its iron ore, 87% of its coking coal, and 20% of its grain and other strategic materiel needed to be imported from abroad. The transport of Japan’s various domestic materials also depended, to a large degree, on shipping along its own coastline and through its Inland Sea — for example, more than half of Japan’s domestically produced coal was transported by sea from the mining areas to ports near the factories that used it. As of March 1945, Japan’s fleet of steel-hulled merchant ships over 1,000 tons totaled about 1.8 million tons, of which only 1.4 million tons remained effectively usable. Relying on these ships, Japan transported 1 to 1.5 million tons of grain and raw materials each year from Korea, China, and elsewhere, shipping them through the Shimonoseki Strait to the industrial centers of Kobe and Osaka. It can be said that the maritime shipping lanes were Japan’s “lifeline.” In light of this, the United States believed that, so long as it destroyed the maritime shipping lanes upon which Japan’s survival depended, it could directly weaken Japan’s economic production capacity and destroy its war-making machinery.

In June 1942, Japan, at the cost of losing 4 aircraft carriers and 1 cruiser, was defeated at the Battle of Midway, and the United States seized the opportunity to shift onto the counteroffensive, and, by the end of 1944, had already breached Japan’s interior-line defenses, creating a situation of “the enemy at the city gates.” In order to hasten Japan’s defeat, the United States, by the end of 1944, had formulated an interior-line naval-mine blockade plan codenamed “Operation Starvation.” But in the course of preparing for this campaign, the Americans discovered that the naval forces and army air forces of the time were unable to accomplish the mission on their own. The main reason was that, although the naval forces had naval mines, they lacked suitable aircraft to carry and drop them, while the army air force’s B-29 bombers, based far away on the Mariana Islands, lacked the air bases needed to support the operation. Because of disagreement over coordination between the naval mines and the aircraft carrying them, this campaign, though originally planned for the end of 1944, was not actually implemented until the beginning of 1945.

The American plan of operations: the United States formulated a naval-mine blockade plan, codenamed “Operation Starvation,” with three main objectives: first, to cut off the passages through which Japan imported grain, materiel, and raw materials from occupied territories in China and Korea; second, to prevent Japan from reinforcing its defenses and resupplying its forces by sea; and third, to paralyze the coastal shipping of Honshu and the other three home islands, particularly the sea lanes leading to Kyushu and the central Honshu industrial region.

Because Japan had, in the waters off Kyushu, Shikoku, and Honshu, laid extensive defensive minefields and anti-submarine nets, and, in the early stages of the war, the American navy’s surface warships and submarines had also laid some offensive minefields in these waters as they carried out mining missions, the Pacific theater’s commander-in-chief, Chester Nimitz, and his staff, had long ago decided to use aircraft to lay mines to blockade the Japanese home islands. After capturing the Mariana Islands, the Americans built heavy bomber bases at Saipan, Tinian, and Guam, bringing the Japanese home islands within their combat radius. In addition, naval aviation raids had already greatly weakened Japan’s own air strength. At this point, the American forces already possessed the conditions necessary to comprehensively cut off Japan’s maritime shipping lanes. The American Pacific Fleet and the army’s air forces coordinated closely, intensifying their preparations, in hopes of completely severing Japan’s maritime shipping lanes.

The army air forces were tasked with dispatching B-29 bombers, aircraft weighing more than 60 tons, capable of carrying 6 to 7 tons of bombs; when carrying naval mines, each aircraft could carry twelve 1,000-pound mines or seven 2,000-pound mines, with an operational range of 6,430 kilometers — it was the largest bomber of the Second World War. The navy’s naval-mine specialists, in order to increase the difficulty of Japanese minesweeping efforts, made readjustments and improvements to the timer and counter mechanisms of the non-contact mines, and fitted all mines with parachutes to slow their rate of descent.

The Japanese plan of operations: because of the heavy losses Japan had sustained in numerous overseas air-sea operations, it no longer had the strength to contend with American forces in decisive battle, and could only concentrate its remaining strength in preparation for the defense of the home islands. Japan had always placed emphasis on long-range operations and decisive fleet engagements, and its understanding of mine warfare was inadequate, with relatively few anti-mine vessels available. Accordingly, when the United States began carrying out its aerial mine-blockade campaign, Japan found itself with almost no effective means of response, and was unable to organize any effective counter-blockade action.

Comparison of the two sides’ forces: the American forces carrying out “Operation Starvation” mainly comprised the 20th Air Force, equipped with hundreds of B-29 heavy bombers. The 20th Air Force commanded the 20th and 21st Bomber Commands, the 7th Fighter Command, and the Guam rear-area services command. Of these, the 20th Bomber Command was based in the China-Burma-India theater, while the 21st Bomber Command was based in the Mariana Islands.

At this time, the main strength of Japan’s navy and army had, for the most part, already been committed to offensive operations on overseas battlefields and had suffered devastating losses, leaving the home islands’ defensive strength clearly inadequate. As the main force for Japan’s home-island defense, the army had only about 100 aircraft and 500-plus anti-aircraft guns available, while the navy had about 200 aircraft and 200-plus anti-aircraft guns. In addition, the navy still retained a comparatively strong fleet, including 3 battleships and several aircraft carriers and destroyers.




II. Course of the Battle

“Operation Starvation” began on March 27, 1945 and ended on August 15, lasting four and a half months. The entire campaign can be divided into five phases.


(1) Phase One (March 27 – May 2)

The focus of the American blockade was the passage Japanese shipping had to pass through — the Shimonoseki Strait. Every day, more than 100 warships of various types passed through the Shimonoseki Strait, and each month about 1.25 million tons of Japanese shipping passed through this waterway. At the same time, the United States also laid mines off Hiroshima and Sasebo, to blockade the Japanese fleet and pin down its minesweeping strength. On March 27, 150 B-29 bombers took off from the Marianas air bases, flying that same night to the Japanese home islands. Of these, 58 aircraft flew over Ōita, Nagoya, and other locations, dropping bombs to draw Japanese attention, while the remaining 92 aircraft continued flying on, and, at altitudes of 1,500 to 2,500 meters, carried out the first night mine-laying operation against the Shimonoseki Strait, laying several hundred mines. Before the Battle of Okinawa began on April 1, the United States had, in the Shimonoseki Strait, laid enough mines to reach a total of 1,000, essentially cutting off the strait’s shipping traffic. Throughout April, the Americans focused their mine-laying efforts on the naval bases at Kure and Sasebo, and the military port facilities at Hiroshima, in order to hamper the remaining Japanese fleet strength from supporting the Battle of Okinawa from western Kyushu. It can be said that, in this phase, the mine-laying operations, besides blockading the Shimonoseki Strait, also served the purpose of supporting the ongoing Battle of Okinawa, in addition to their long-term strategic blockade role.

In this phase, the Americans dispatched a combined total of 246 sorties of B-29 bombers, laying 2,030 mines. Nineteen Japanese ships were sunk by mines, and 39 more were damaged, totaling 100,000 tons. Because of the blockade of the Shimonoseki Strait and Japan’s major ports, Japan’s maritime transport volume fell to 25% of its prewar level, and cargo traffic through the Shimonoseki Strait fell by about 50%.



(2) Phase Two (May 3–12)

The focus of the American blockade shifted to Japan’s industrial center cities. From May 3 to 12, the United States flew 195 sorties, laying 1,422 mines; besides continuing to blockade the Shimonoseki Strait, the mined areas now also included important

ports such as Tokyo, Nagoya, Kobe, and Osaka, along with the main shipping channel through the Seto Inland Sea, cutting off maritime shipping between Japan’s major industrial regions and paralyzing its entire domestic transport network.

In this phase, the Americans first used hydrostatic pressure mines. The pressure mine is a type of non-contact mine that is triggered by the change in water pressure caused by a passing ship; at the time, no reliable countermeasure existed for this type of mine, making it extremely difficult to sweep. In May, only 113 ships managed to run the gauntlet of mines in the Shimonoseki Strait without being sunk or damaged, leaving Japan utterly helpless and at a loss for what to do. This forced ships carrying goods from Korea and Northeast China to be unable to pass directly through the Shimonoseki Strait into the Inland Sea, and instead forced to take a long detour around the northwestern and western coasts of Honshu to unload their cargo. And the Inland Sea, Japan’s main shipping area, had, in effect, become a “dead sea” — only small wooden boats and skiffs could pass through it, causing Japan’s industrial cities to suffer a severe shortage of resources, and civilian production to grind to a halt, with severe losses to Japan’s war-making potential.



(3) Phase Three (May 13 – June 6)

In response to the new situation of Japan shifting its shipping to the ports along Honshu’s northwest coast and to Kyushu, the Americans made the ports of northwestern Honshu and Kyushu the new focus of their mine-blockade campaign. Because the American mine blockade had cut off the Inland Sea’s passage to the Asian mainland via the Shimonoseki Strait, Japan had no choice but to seek out new ports of departure and shipping routes, in order to bring in, to whatever extent still possible, the grain and industrial and military materiel it needed to survive. To this end, Japan made full use of the northwestern Honshu ports of Maizuru, Tsuruga, and Fushiki, among others. In order to cut off these new Japanese shipping routes, the United States, from May 13 to June 6, flew 209 sorties, laying 1,313 mines against the various ports of northwestern Honshu and Kyushu, and began using magnetic-acoustic combination low-frequency mines, causing these ports to become completely blockaded, and severely hampering Japanese shipping, which fell to just 1,200-odd ships. In order to preserve the free flow of its shipping lanes and ports, Japan organized a large-scale minesweeping effort involving 349 minesweepers and 20,000-plus personnel. Although Japanese minesweeping vessel losses reached three-quarters of the total committed, and consumed 35.71 million yen, they still could not break through the American blockade. Japanese ships no longer dared to venture out to sea lightly, and large quantities of materiel could not be shipped back to the home islands; Japan’s transport links with the Asian mainland fell into rapid decline, and it gradually descended into a state of paralysis and famine-level hardship.



(4) Phase Four (June 7 – July 8)

The Americans’ main objective was to complete the comprehensive blockade of the ports of northwestern Honshu and Kyushu, while, at the same time, in order to ensure a sufficiently dense concentration of mines in the blockade zone, the Americans dispatched 340-plus ships and 20,000-plus personnel for sweeping-related operations. From June 7 to July 8, the Americans flew 404 sorties, laying 3,542 mines. In addition, seaplanes from the American Marine Corps’ units based at Okinawa also participated in the mine-laying operations. From June 10 to July 1, the Americans laid 186 mines in the southern waters off the Korean peninsula, in order to force Japanese ships of 1,000 tons and above departing the Korean coast to sail out into the deep ocean, so that American surface naval forces could effectively strike them there.

Within a few months, the mine-laying effort had brought about a comprehensive blockade of Japan’s major ports one after another; the number of ships Japan lost mounted to its highest total yet, and shipping between the Honshu region and Kyushu was almost entirely severed. At the same time, shipping between the Shimonoseki Strait and the industrial ports was reduced to almost nothing. In May, the industrial port of Osaka had 186 ships passing through its nearby waters, but by July this had fallen to just 94. Another industrial port, Kobe, saw the tonnage of ships entering and leaving its waters fall from 320,000 tons in May to 44,000 tons by July, a decline of 86%. Similarly, the cargo throughput of other ports also fell sharply.



(5) Phase Five (July 9 – August 15)

The focus of the American operation was to expand the scope of the blockade. From July 9 to August 15, the Americans flew a combined total of 474 bombing sorties, laying 3,746 mines, spread over an extremely wide area; besides continuing to blockade the Shimonoseki Strait and the ports of Honshu and Kyushu, the Americans also laid mines off the Korean coast, near Busan, Masan, Wonsan, Hungnam, and Chongjin, forcing Japanese vessels moored at these ports to be unable to sail. Through this widespread mine-laying effort, 19 of Japan’s 22 shipyards were paralyzed, unable to repair damaged ships in a timely manner, and maritime transport ground to a virtual standstill.

Because Japan was extremely short of grain, coal, and other raw materials, transport ships were forced to sail dangerous routes at all costs, disregarding the constant risk of striking a mine, attempting to force their way through the American blockade, but with poor results. Because the transport routes linking Japan to the outside world had been almost entirely severed, the entire country fell into a state of comprehensive paralysis.

“Operation Starvation” began on March 27 and ended on August 15, lasting four and a half months.

American Air Mine-Laying Blockade of Japan (March 27 – August 15, 1945)

In this campaign, the United States flew a combined total of 1,528 B-29 bombing sorties, laying 12,053 mines — of which more than 4,900 were magnetic mines, about 3,500 were acoustic mines, about 2,900 were hydrostatic pressure mines, and about 700 were low-frequency acoustic mines. The Americans themselves lost only 15 B-29 bombers, while inflicting enormous losses and severe consequences upon Japan.

First, the campaign blockaded Japan’s major ports and shipping lanes. Some of Japan’s major ports were, in the course of “Operation Starvation,” transformed into “dead ports” one after another — for example, Nagoya, Yokohama, and Tokyo were successively closed off. The Shimonoseki Strait, at that time the throat of Japan’s maritime shipping, was likewise essentially sealed off. Among the various ports of the Inland Sea, only small wooden boats and similarly small craft could pass, severely hampering the transport of Japan’s strategic materiel.

Second, the campaign cut off Japan’s maritime shipping lanes. Because of the mine blockade, Japan’s transport links with Southeast Asia, Korea, China, and other places, as well as its domestic transport, suffered severe damage. By the end of the war in August 1945, cargo volume passing through the Shimonoseki Strait had fallen by 98% (of which imported materiel fell by 90%); cargo throughput at major industrial ports fell by 79%. Petroleum, coal, grain, and other badly needed strategic materiel grew severely scarce, and large numbers of warships and combat aircraft were forced to remain idle for lack of fuel, further weakening Japan’s already crippled combat capability. In addition, Japan’s domestic grain supply also grew increasingly tight, unable to maintain the normal needs of survival.

Third, the campaign damaged or sank a large number of Japanese ships. Over the course of the campaign, Japan lost a combined total of 670 ships of various types, including 9 destroyers, 4 submarines, and 36 auxiliary combat vessels sunk; 2 battleships, 2 escort carriers, 2 cruisers, 29 destroyers of various types, and 1 submarine damaged; and 18 other warships either sunk or rendered beyond repair, totaling 431 ships. The total tonnage of ships sunk or damaged reached nearly 1.4 million tons, equivalent to 75% of Japan’s total merchant tonnage at the beginning of “Operation Starvation.”

Fourth, the campaign destroyed Japan’s war-industry production. The American mine blockade caused many of Japan’s military-industrial enterprises to be unable to obtain raw materials and be forced to halt production; of Japan’s 22 shipyards, 19 were forced to close.

Fifth, the campaign restricted the operational capability of the Japanese navy. The American mine blockade made it difficult for the Japanese fleet to sail safely, creating opportunities for American submarine commerce raiding. In April 1945, Japan’s largest battleship, the “Yamato,” while attempting to pass through the mine-blockaded Shimonoseki Strait en route to Okinawa, dared not risk passing through and instead had to leave the Inland Sea via the Bungo Channel, whereupon it was discovered and attacked by American submarines and aircraft, and sank.

The United States’ aerial mine-blockade campaign, codenamed “Operation Starvation,” achieved the anticipated strategic and campaign objectives, dealing Japan a heavy blow both materially and psychologically, and hastening the complete collapse of Japanese militarism.





III. Analysis

The American interior-line blockade of Japan was the only successful blockade campaign in the history of world warfare to be carried out exclusively through the use of naval mines. The inspiration this case offers us is striking: a weapon of relatively low technological content had such an enormous impact on the outcome of a campaign, and even on the strategic situation as a whole — something rarely seen in the history of warfare. Technology determines tactics, and can even determine campaign-level, or even strategic, outcomes — this case offers us solid proof of that principle.


(1) The role of naval-mine blockades in warfare should not be overlooked

Naval mine weapons are an ancient, traditional means of warfare, characterized by relatively simple manufacturing technology, relatively high cost-effectiveness in combat, ease of large-scale deployment, and prolonged threat duration, and they have played an important role throughout the history of naval warfare. They are not only an important weapon for the navies of small and medium-sized countries, but are also a regular, important weapon for the navies of great powers. First, naval-mine blockades possess enormous psychological deterrent effect. The deterrent power of the naval mine stems from its formidable destructive power, its long-lasting threat, and its adaptability to every form of warfare. During “Operation Starvation,” the American navy laid 12,053 mines in Japan’s important coastal ports and shipping lanes, leaving Japanese transport ships too fearful to sail or to change course, and rendering vast quantities of materiel impossible to ship back to the home islands. Accordingly, the U.S. Navy stated afterward: “Naval mines are a weapon whose function is based more on psychological deterrence than on actual physical destruction. The deterrent effect of a naval mine on a ship owes more to the psychological impact it has on people than to its actual effect.” Second, naval-mine blockades are effective at seizing local command of the sea. The main purpose of a blockade campaign is to sever the enemy’s maritime communications, and, to a certain degree, to seize control of a particular sea area. Using naval mines for a blockade requires no face-to-face confrontation with the enemy, and requires only battlefield management, meaning it can achieve its goals with minimal expenditure. In this blockade campaign, the United States never committed a single large surface warship, and yet still effectively confined the Japanese fleet’s operational capability, forcing the enemy’s already limited fleet strength to remain confined to port or to avoid other waters, and demonstrating that a naval-mine blockade could firmly grasp control of the sea. Third, naval-mine blockades offer a high degree of cost-effectiveness. At that time, an ordinary American magnetic naval mine cost only a few dozen dollars, and even the more advanced low-frequency acoustic mines cost no more than about a hundred dollars each — compared with a large surface warship costing millions of dollars, the cost was extremely low, and suitable for mass production. By comparison, Japan, in order to break the naval mine blockade, organized 349 minesweepers and 20,000-plus personnel to wage anti-mine warfare, expending enormous sums of money, but still had not removed the naval mine threat even by the war’s end. From this, it can be seen that the role of naval-mine blockades in warfare should not be overlooked.



(2) Neglecting anti-mine warfare in campaign guidance caused Japan to pay a heavy price

Japan was an island nation whose countless maritime shipping lanes formed an inseparable link with the outside world. Its vast merchant fleet traveled constantly between the Asian mainland and the Japanese home islands, maintaining Japan’s ever-growing war effort. Early on, before the war, Japan should have anticipated that its maritime shipping lanes would become a primary target for enemy raids and blockades. But it failed to adopt correct countermeasures. First, Japan attempted, through vigorous efforts to build ships, to make up for the ever-increasing losses of its ships in the merchant fleet. This was an extremely passive strategy. At the time, Japan expected to lose 500,000 tons of shipping per year, but the facts proved that the actual rate of loss of its ships far exceeded this predicted rate. Second, Japan lacked a thorough understanding of the role naval-mine blockades could play. It believed that a naval-mine blockade amounted to nothing more than the sinking of a few ships, yet the true effect of a blockade campaign lay not in cutting off communications, but in exhausting the materials needed to sustain the war and destroying its war-making potential. Third, in the later stages of the Second World War, Japan’s strategic decision-making consistently held to the doctrine of “victory decided by a decisive battle on the homeland,” placing heavy emphasis on a decisive homeland battle and homeland defense, and lacking the necessary preparation for anti-mine blockade warfare. When the Americans used naval mines as an offensive weapon, Japan still clung to outdated operational thinking. It regarded naval mines as merely a defensive weapon, neglecting their offensive nature as a blockade tool, and failed to adopt active measures to build up its anti-mine fleet or to research anti-mine equipment, and to open new shipping lanes in a timely, proactive way. It was not until 200-odd of its ships had, one after another, come under attack from naval mines that Japan finally, belatedly, came to its senses. And, even then, Japan failed to recognize in time that minesweeping was a passive act; in anti-mine blockade warfare, the priority should be to obstruct, to the greatest possible extent, the enemy’s own mine-laying efforts, rather than waiting until after the mines had already been laid to sweep them. In addition, throughout the entire Second World War, and especially once the United States began its strategic counteroffensive, Japan failed to recognize the importance of stockpiling strategic materiel in advance, and failed to establish a dedicated command organ or deploy the necessary forces to protect its maritime transport lanes, leaving American attacks against Japanese transport convoys with an easy target to exploit. In just the first few months of 1945 alone, the Americans sank 48 Japanese ships at Saigon in Vietnam, and Hong Kong and Kaohsiung in China, causing Japan to fail to replenish its lost materiel before the American naval mine blockade even began. Therefore, when the United States blockaded the Japanese home islands for just four and a half months, the entire country was already essentially in a state of paralysis.



(3) The backwardness of anti-mine equipment and technology left Japan utterly at a loss in the face of the naval-mine blockade

Although Japan’s military industry was, at the time, relatively advanced, the various fields within it were technologically imbalanced, with its overall technical level falling far short of American standards; coupled with its inadequate preparation for defending against naval-mine blockades, this left it utterly unable to respond to the United States’ large-scale aerial mine-laying campaign. At the time, Japan could only use explosive charges to counter American mines — a highly inefficient method. Beyond this, it could only risk damage and forcibly push through the mined areas in order to transport its war materiel. After suffering severe losses, Japan undertook a nationwide mobilization effort, organizing naval research institutions and relevant experts from various universities to conduct anti-mine research, but ultimately, because it was already too late, was unable to reverse the situation. Japan failed to recognize, in time, that under conditions where the pace of naval-mine technology development outpaced that of minesweeping technology, only by intensifying the development of minesweeping technology, keeping it ahead of the development of naval-mine technology, could it respond effectively to a large-scale naval-mine blockade. The backwardness of Japan’s anti-mine equipment and technology left it able only to respond passively to the mine blockade, ultimately squandering enormous quantities of manpower, materiel, and financial resources to poor effect, and its defeat was, in the end, unavoidable.





Chapter 90: The American Blockade of North Vietnam

(August 5, 1964 – December 29, 1972)

On May 14, 1961, the Vietnam War broke out, becoming the longest and largest-scale localized war fought since the Second World War. In this war, American forces at their peak numbered more than 540,000 troops, with more than 1,800 combat aircraft committed, and every modern weapon short of the atomic bomb — including chemical weapons — was employed, causing 825,000 Vietnamese casualties, while American and South Vietnamese forces together suffered about 1 million casualties, at a cost of more than 200 billion dollars. The most intense and most representative operation of this era, among all the fighting in this war, was the American blockade of North Vietnam from the air and sea. This blockade campaign caused enormous hardship for North Vietnam, delaying the process of Vietnamese reunification, and partially achieved its strategic objective. Studying this case offers important inspiration for future blockade operations and counter-blockade operations, and deserves our earnest research.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

On July 21, 1954, Vietnam and France signed the Geneva Accords, ending French colonial rule in Indochina. But the American government refused to sign the accords, and declared that it would not consider itself bound by them — planting the seeds for its later war of aggression. In September 1954, the United States cobbled together the “Southeast Asia Treaty Organization,” designating South Vietnam as a protectorate. From January 1955 onward, the United States dispatched large numbers of military personnel to South Vietnam, doing everything possible to prop up the puppet regime of Ngo Dinh Diem, and carrying out bloody repression against the South Vietnamese people. In these circumstances, the people of South Vietnam began an armed resistance against the puppet regime in 1959. On February 15, 1961, the South Vietnam People’s Liberation Armed Forces was established. In order to prevent the collapse of the South Vietnamese puppet regime, the United States, in May 1961, dispatched 100 Special Forces personnel into South Vietnam, beginning what would become a 14-year war of aggression against Vietnam. In August 1964, using the Gulf of Tonkin incident as a pretext, the United States began a large-scale escalation of its aggression against South Vietnam, and gradually intensified its bombing campaign against North Vietnam, expanding its bombing targets from purely military objectives to civilian infrastructure such as transportation and electrical power, thereby shifting the war from a “special war” to a “limited war.”

In July 1969, the newly inaugurated American president, Richard Nixon, decided to withdraw American forces from Vietnam, while at the same time strengthening the South Vietnamese puppet forces, in an attempt to achieve the goal of “using Vietnamese to fight Vietnamese,” pushing the Vietnam War into its phase of “Vietnamization.” In March 1972, once the war entered its later stage, the People’s Armed Forces of South Vietnam launched a comprehensive offensive against the South Vietnamese puppet regime, successively liberating An Loc and other cities, dealing a heavy blow to the South Vietnamese puppet regime. On March 30, 1972, in coordination with the military operations of the South Vietnamese People’s Armed Forces, North Vietnam finally achieved the reunification of Vietnam; North Vietnam, on one hand, provided support to the South Vietnamese People’s Armed Forces through land and sea routes, and, on the other hand, organized 13 regular divisions, about 120,000 troops, to advance toward the South, of which 12 divisions had just been reconstituted and reinforced, entering South Vietnamese territory before the end of the month. The already-collapsing South Vietnamese army was utterly routed in the face of North Vietnam’s powerful offensive, and North Vietnamese forces began employing tanks and advanced air-defense missiles, putting enormous pressure on the American and South Vietnamese forces. And, with the Paris peace talks also stalled, in light of this situation, the United States, in order to save its puppet regime from imminent collapse, and to withdraw the South Vietnamese People’s Armed Forces and North Vietnamese forces’ advance, threatening to help South Vietnam “extricate itself” from its predicament, Nixon decisively decided to rapidly reinforce and strengthen American and South Vietnamese forces’ naval and air power, while at the same time resuming the bombing of North Vietnam and implementing a mining blockade of North Vietnam’s coastal ports, waterways, and river mouths.

The American navy’s plan of operations: at the time, South Vietnam occupied an extremely important position in America’s global strategic layout. The then-American president, Dwight Eisenhower, had once said: “Indochina is the center of Southeast Asia; if it is lost, it will make it impossible to defend South Vietnam or Pakistan against threats from any direction, and this will affect us — affect our security in Indonesia and Southeast Asia — and will deprive us of the materiel we need.” Should the United States strengthen this strategic base and control the entire Indochinese peninsula, it would be able to press right up to China’s southern border, establishing an encirclement against China — achieving the strategic goal of containing China and counterbalancing the Soviet Union. Accordingly, carrying out large-scale bombing and blockade operations against North Vietnam, and doing everything possible to preserve the last vestiges of the South Vietnamese puppet regime, was an inevitable choice for safeguarding America’s global strategic interests.

In the localized-war phase, America’s bombing of North Vietnam initially emphasized the psychological deterrent effect of the bombing, attempting to shake the will of the North Vietnamese people to resist, and to prevent North Vietnam from supporting the South Vietnamese People’s Armed Forces, ultimately bringing the war to an end. The bombing focused mainly on military targets such as North Vietnamese barracks and radar stations. But because the results of the early bombing failed to achieve their intended purpose, the United States gradually expanded the scope and intensity of its bombing, attempting to sever North Vietnam’s links with the South, cutting off China’s materiel aid to North Vietnam, and leaving the South Vietnamese People’s Armed Forces isolated and without support. Once the war entered the “Vietnamization” phase, and particularly by March 1972, when the war had entered its later stage, the United States attempted, through bombing, to destroy North Vietnam’s war-fighting system and its existing war-making resources, and, through mine blockades, to cut off or reduce the aid North Vietnam received from abroad — particularly from China — cutting off North Vietnam’s support for the South, in order to force North Vietnam to make concessions in the Paris talks and step back from unifying the country.

The North Vietnamese forces’ plan of operations: compared with the powerful American naval and air forces, the North Vietnamese army was clearly at a disadvantage, and so adopted a series of countermeasures. On one hand, it protected important strategic materiel, military installations, and industrial enterprises through dispersal and concealment, reducing the losses caused by bombing; on the other hand, it vigorously carried out a mass-mobilization struggle for air defense, establishing and fully leveraging a system of people’s air defense to resist the American air raids.

Comparison of the two sides’ forces: throughout the whole Vietnam War, the American air force flew a combined total of 1.29 million sorties of combat aircraft of various types, including B-52 strategic bombers. As the war progressed, the United States continually adjusted its force strength, ultimately committing more than 1,300 aircraft of various types by the later stage of the war. This included 6 carrier battle groups with 400-plus carrier-based aircraft from the navy, as well as, from the air force, 203 B-52 strategic bombers, 495 fighters, 200 aerial refueling tankers, and other aircraft.

For its part, North Vietnam deployed about 200 air-defense radar units at the start of the war, with the number of anti-aircraft guns, air-defense missiles, and combat aircraft unclear; by the later stage of the war, in the heavily defended Hanoi area, it had deployed 27 ground-to-air missile regiments (about 500 launchers), 2,100 anti-aircraft guns of various types, and 180 combat aircraft of various types.




II. Course of the Battle

The American blockade of North Vietnam mainly comprised two components: aerial bombing and blockade, and maritime naval-mine blockade.


(1) Aerial Bombing and Blockade Operations

In the course of the Vietnam War, in order to strike North Vietnam’s effective combat strength and prevent North Vietnam from supporting the South, the United States organized several sustained, large-scale aerial bombing and blockade campaigns during both the localized-war phase and the “Vietnamization” phase of the war.

1. Localized-War Phase

From August 5, 1964 to November 1, 1968, the United States carried out a strategic air campaign against North Vietnam codenamed “Operation Rolling Thunder,” lasting four years and three months, roughly divided into three phases.

Phase of Gradual Escalation (August 1964 – June 1966). On August 5, 1964, using the pretext of the “Gulf of Tonkin incident,” the United States dispatched 64 aircraft to carry out retaliatory, threatening, and destructive bombing raids against Quang Khe, Vinh, Da Nang, Hon Gay, and other locations in North Vietnam; from October 12, 1964 to January 14, 1965, the United States dispatched fighters to escort large-scale bombing raids against the “Lao Corridor.” From February 7, 1965, using an attack by South Vietnamese People’s Armed Forces on an American base at Pleiku as a pretext, the United States formally directed its retaliatory strikes against North Vietnam, continuously carrying out further retaliatory bombing raids. The scale of these air raids grew from 30 to 40 sorties per day to 240 sorties per day, and the targets of the raids, which had originally consisted of barracks, warehouses, and radar stations, shifted primarily to the transportation system. On March 26, American air forces crossed the 20th parallel for the first time, and gradually expanded the scope of their air raids to Hanoi—Lang Son and the Hanoi—Huu Nghi railway line and the Haiphong area. The bombing targets remained primarily the transportation system.

Phase of Full-Scale Bombing (late June 1966 – March 1968). On June 29, 1966, the United States concentrated its bombing on the petroleum installations of Hanoi and Haiphong, breaking through the so-called “restricted zones” it had itself designated. Afterward, American aircraft went on to bomb the fuel, industrial, and transportation systems of the Hanoi and Haiphong region, and repeatedly struck airfields, water-conservation projects, and civilian residential areas. The intensity of the air raids also increased dramatically compared with before, with an average of about 300 sorties flown per day, and as many as 790 sorties on the heaviest single day.

Phase from “Partial Halt” to “Complete Halt” (April 1968 – October). Under various domestic and international pressures, the American authorities put forward a “partial halt” plan on March 31, 1968. After this, American aircraft concentrated their bombing south of the 19th parallel and the narrow strip of territory outside the demilitarized zone, with emphasis on interdicting the “Ho Chi Minh Trail.” During the “partial halt,” for the sake of the peace talks, the bombed area contracted, but the intensity of bombing instead increased, with as many as 380 sorties flown per day at the peak. At the 28th session of the Paris talks between the United States, China, and North Vietnam, the United States announced that, from November 1, 1968, it would “completely halt” its bombing of North Vietnam.

From February 1965 to November 1968, the United States flew a combined total of more than 300,000 sorties against North Vietnam, dropping 643,000 tons of bombs. Within North Vietnam’s roughly 159,000 square kilometers of territory, more than one ton of bombs was dropped per square kilometer on average. Before 1966, the daily sortie rate of American aircraft was about 300; from 1966 onward, the daily sortie rate reached as high as 749. According to American statistics, throughout the entire “Operation Rolling Thunder,” the United States claimed to have shot down 124 North Vietnamese aircraft. By late October 1968, the United States estimated it had destroyed or severely damaged 77% of North Vietnam’s ammunition depots, 65% of its fuel depots, 59% of its power plants, 55% of its major and medium-sized bridges, and 39% of its railway stations, and had caused 52,000 North Vietnamese civilian and military casualties.

In this phase, North Vietnam combined military air defense with mass civil-defense efforts, combining passive air defense with active air defense, and carried out a nationwide air-defense campaign, waging a determined struggle against the American air raids, shooting down a combined total of 990 aircraft. North Vietnam’s manpower and material support for the South not only did not decrease, but instead grew several-fold, providing powerful support for the southern people’s resistance war against the Americans, and the American forces failed to achieve their intended objectives.

2. The “Vietnamization” Phase

As the Vietnam War entered its final phase, in order to achieve the goal of rescuing the puppet regime and withdrawing its forces with some semblance of “dignity,” the United States, following President Nixon’s decision, once again resumed the bombing of North Vietnam, in operations codenamed “Linebacker” (which included both “Linebacker I” and “Linebacker II”).

“Linebacker I” (May 10 – October 23, 1972), lasting five months and thirteen days: the United States attempted, through comprehensive bombing of North Vietnam’s railways, roads, and bridges north of the 20th parallel, to obstruct North Vietnam’s support for the South, increase its leverage at the Paris peace talks, and achieve the goal of “using bombing to force peace.” On May 10, the United States dispatched 16 F-4 aircraft, carrying laser- and television-guided bombs, to strike the Paul Doumer Bridge, a critical railway hub located northwest of Hanoi. A combined 29 bombs of various types were dropped, of which 22 were laser-guided bombs and 7 were television-guided bombs, with a combined 12 to 16 hits, destroying the bridge and causing a temporary interruption of this vital transportation artery. At the same time, the United States also carried out bombing raids against other important bridges and materiel storage points. Over the following two and a half months, the United States destroyed 106 bridges of various types across North Vietnam. In this campaign, the United States flew a combined total of 41,500 sorties, losing 114 aircraft.

“Linebacker II” (December 18–29, 1972), lasting 11 days: this was the United States’ final air-raid campaign against North Vietnam, in which the United States attempted to comprehensively destroy North Vietnam’s military and economic potential, sever North Vietnam’s links with the South, and force it to make concessions at the Paris talks. During this period, the United States flew a combined total of 729 B-52 sorties and 1,800 sorties by naval and air force tactical aircraft, carrying out sustained bombing raids over 11 consecutive days and nights against targets including factories, railway hubs, materiel and fuel military depots, air bases, and air-defense missile positions in Hanoi, Haiphong, and Thai Nguyen, dropping 15,000 tons of bombs, destroying or damaging 1,600 buildings related to military affairs, 372 sections of railway installations, and 300

million gallons of fuel, along with numerous industrial districts. American aircraft typically used B-52 bombers at night to strike area targets such as transportation hubs, airfields, and military depots, while during the day dispatching tactical aircraft to strike point targets such as bridges, radar stations, and air-defense missile positions, and, during air raids, also dispatched support aircraft to suppress ground air-defense forces, blockade airfields, and provide electronic jamming and escort duties. Judging by the scale of American air power committed and the intensity of the bombing, this can be said to have been the first large-scale use of strategic bombers since the Second World War. In this campaign, the United States lost 15 B-52 bombers and 11 other combat aircraft of various types.

In addition to the two phases of the war discussed above, during which the United States concentrated its bombing and blockade efforts against North Vietnam, the United States also carried out an “air blockade” against the world-famous “Ho Chi Minh Trail” lasting a full eight years, dropping a combined 1.6 million tons of bombs. But because North Vietnamese troops and civilians adapted flexibly to local conditions, adopting the “scattered (dispersed), mountain (relying on mountains), and cave (using caves)” principle to thoroughly disperse and conceal their movements; used elaborate camouflage on key targets while setting up decoy targets to mislead the enemy; made use of night transport, frequently relocating their positions; and coordinated a series of other effective measures while actively striking back at the enemy, the American air raids, though prolonged and continuously escalating, were unable to achieve their intended effect.



(2) Mining Blockade Operations

In order to cut off the rear supply lines of the South Vietnamese People’s Armed Forces, isolate the southern battlefield, and destroy the people’s armed forces, in the later stage of the war the United States, in addition to its aerial blockade and bombing, also planned and carried out a naval-mine blockade. Because this operation bore directly on American overall strategy, and could also easily draw international attention, both the decision-making and command authority were held at a very high level, with the plan drawn up by the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the American 7th Fleet charged with its specific direction and implementation. The forces used for the mine-laying operation consisted mainly of carrier-based aircraft, supported by submarines and surface vessels, blockading important coastal ports, waterways, and inland rivers, in order to sever North Vietnam’s outside aid and its water transport routes to the South.

On May 9, 1972, American President Nixon issued the order to carry out a naval-mine blockade of North Vietnam. The American aircraft carrier “Coral Sea,” stationed in waters off North Vietnam, immediately dispatched more than 40 A-6A and A-7E carrier-based aircraft to carry out the first mine-blockade operation against North Vietnam’s important port of Haiphong. Because Haiphong was, at the time, North Vietnam’s primary channel for receiving aid from socialist countries by sea, with the great majority of assistance materiel coming from China and the former Soviet Union being transshipped through this port, it became the primary target of the American blockade. Afterward, over a period of three days, the United States completed the mine-laying blockade of the ports of Hong Gai,

Vinh, Quang Khe, Dong Hoi, Thanh Hoa, and Cua Hoi, and other ports, completing the mine blockade of all of North Vietnam’s ports and inland waterways within a span of ten days. At the same time, the United States continued to replenish its minefields, expanding the mined areas, in order to strengthen the effectiveness of the blockade.

In order to coordinate with its political and diplomatic activities, the United States adjusted the pace of its mine-blockade operations at appropriate moments. When the United States and North Vietnam made a degree of progress at the Paris peace talks in August and September, American mine-laying activity slowed somewhat; but when the October and December rounds of talks broke down without result, the United States intensified its mine-laying operations, hoping to force North Vietnam into making concessions.

From May 1972 to December 21, the United States laid a combined total of more than 11,000 naval mines (of which more than 8,000 were laid along the coast, and more than 3,000 in rivers and waterways), forming 43 minefields of varying size, causing serious obstruction to Vietnam’s transportation network and directly affecting the pace of the campaign in South Vietnam.





III. Analysis

The bombing and mine-blockade campaign the United States carried out against North Vietnam during the Vietnam War was the largest-scale and most intense air-sea blockade operation since the Second World War. On the tactical and campaign level, this blockade campaign achieved success for the United States, accomplishing its campaign objectives and partially achieving its strategic objectives. North Vietnam, for its part, ultimately achieved victory on the political, diplomatic, and military-strategic levels. In addition, both sides innovated their tactics in the course of the blockade and counter-blockade struggle, and there is much in their experience and the lessons learned worth studying and researching. Among these, the most notable highlight is that both sides were able to make the most of their strengths and avoid their weaknesses according to the actual circumstances of the battlefield, using their own strong points to attack the enemy’s weak points. This is the main inspiration this case offers us.


(1) On the campaign-tactical level, the United States achieved success in its blockade operations

The American bombing and mine-blockade campaign caused major losses and impact on North Vietnam both militarily and economically. First, North Vietnam’s channels of outside aid were severed. North Vietnam’s degree of reliance on outside aid was extremely high, with 85% of its outside aid at the time needing to be transported by sea. Haiphong was the most important port for transshipping outside aid; before the mine-blockade operation began, the port’s average monthly cargo throughput was 216,000 tons, but after the blockade began, this fell to 6,000 tons — an almost complete paralysis. Of the 26 foreign merchant ships that had been aiding Vietnam and happened to be berthed at Haiphong port when the mine-blockade operation began, more than half were unable to leave port even six months later. Only via the secret shipping lane around the Leizhou Peninsula could materiel still be transported. Vietnam’s maritime shipping links with the outside world were essentially severed. Second, important targets came under severe destruction. In order to coordinate with the mine-blockade operation, the United States carried out large-scale bombing raids against North Vietnam, striking industrial bases, transportation hubs, anti-aircraft artillery positions, and materiel storage centers, causing extremely severe damage — particularly to industrial and transportation facilities — leaving North Vietnam, already extremely poor, in an even more dire situation, with its submarine forces suffering considerable losses as well. Third, North Vietnam’s maritime supply lines supporting the South were essentially cut off. Once North Vietnam’s coastal ports came under the mine blockade, ships found it extremely difficult to enter or leave port and to sail freely; ships under 200 tons were almost entirely destroyed, and the volume of materiel shipped south by sea fell by 73%, with the monthly volume shipped south falling by an average of 800 to 1,500 tons, causing the South Vietnamese People’s Armed Forces’ supply of materiel to become extremely tight, directly affecting the pace of the war. Therefore, the United States achieved success in its blockade operations.



(2) On the political, diplomatic, and military-strategic level, the North Vietnamese people ultimately won victory

Facing an American adversary possessing a high degree of modernization, the North Vietnamese people fully exploited their own political advantages and the favorable battlefield conditions available to them, persisted in flexible, mobile strategy and tactics, and developed a number of modern experiences for waging a people’s war. In order to defeat the large-scale American air raids and mine blockade, the North Vietnamese people combined regular military air defense with mass civil defense, combining passive air defense with active air defense, organizing all-around air defense, following the principle of combining regional sweeps with localized air-defense sweeps, and combining passive mine countermeasures with active mine countermeasures, organizing sweeping to counter the blockade. In addition, while directly resisting the American blockade, North Vietnam also received substantial support from China, the former Soviet Union, and other countries, as well as the sympathetic support of the peoples of other nations and of the peace-loving peoples of the world, giving it the initiative in the diplomatic struggle. North Vietnamese forces struck down more than 3,300 aircraft in the course of the counter-blockade campaign. The heavy price the United States paid for this caused its war expenditures to rise sharply, and its casualties to mount ever more severely, leaving it politically isolated both at home and abroad, and subject to widespread condemnation from world public opinion. Ultimately, having failed to force North Vietnam into making concessions, the United States had no choice but to sign the Paris cease-fire agreement. Although North Vietnam paid a heavy price in this counter-blockade campaign, in political, diplomatic, and military-strategic terms, it ultimately achieved final victory.



(3) Thorough preparation and flexible tactics were the primary reasons for the success of the American blockade campaign

First, prewar preparations were thorough, and the campaign began with surprise. Taking the later mine-blockade campaign as an example, the United States had planned it thoroughly and long in advance. In early April 1972, the American navy conducted a large-scale naval exercise involving 34 warships and more than 100 aircraft at St. George’s Bank, off the coast of the American mainland, whose water conditions and coastline resembled those of North Vietnam. In the course of this exercise, the Americans also carried out simulated mine-laying training. Afterward, the great majority of the vessels and aircraft that had taken part in this mine-laying exercise were redeployed to the Vietnam theater, making thorough preparations. Accordingly, when Nixon announced on May 9, 1972 the mine blockade of North Vietnamese ports,

American carrier-based aircraft, seizing the enemy by surprise and relying on their well-practiced skills, precisely and successfully completed the mine blockade of Haiphong, and safely returned to their carrier. The speed of the American mine-laying operation caught North Vietnam entirely unprepared, allowing the American blockade to succeed in a single stroke.

Second, the United States employed a variety of tactics simultaneously, combining deception with genuine operations. At 07:30 on May 9, 1972, aircraft carriers operating in the Gulf of Tonkin launched nearly a hundred aircraft, taking turns to carry out fierce bombing raids against the city of Haiphong, and particularly against its industrial districts. By around 8:00, the United States had also organized 6 destroyers to bombard Vietnam’s southern coastal artillery positions, radar stations, and sanatoriums, and other targets, firing thousands of rounds of naval gunfire. While the North Vietnamese forces were busy with air defense, the United States also dispatched 40 carrier-based aircraft to lay mines along the Nam Trieu Estuary, the main shipping channel into Haiphong, from a different direction over the sea. Following this, another 16 carrier-based aircraft laid 200 mines along the line from the Do Son Peninsula to Cat Ba Island, leaving Vietnam unable to respond in time, and causing Haiphong port to be completely blockaded. In addition, the United States used a variety of mixed mine-laying methods to increase the difficulty of minesweeping and the disruptive effect of the blockade. Most of the mines dropped by the United States were bottom-sitting mines and moored mines, but there were also some floating mines; these mines were mostly triggered using a combination of magnetic, acoustic, hydrostatic pressure, timer, and delayed-count fuzes, and the United States also mixed in high- and low-sensitivity fuzes, in order to strengthen the anti-sweep effectiveness. To confuse the adversary and inflict psychological pressure, the United States, near the Sino-Vietnamese border, also mixed in the dropping of oil drums and large wooden crates alongside its mines, adding to the deceptive effect through this mixture of genuine and false targets.

Third, the United States extensively conducted electronic warfare, enhancing the effectiveness of the blockade. In the course of the bombing campaign against North Vietnam’s Hanoi, Haiphong, Thai Nguyen, and other industrial cities, the United States committed 2,589 combat aircraft of various types, of which 662 sorties were flown by B-52 bombers. In order to confuse North Vietnam’s air-defense radar, the United States, before the bombing raids, dispatched various types of electronic reconnaissance aircraft to conduct 338 sorties of electronic reconnaissance against North Vietnamese air-defense positions, thereby obtaining a great deal of intelligence. Just before the large-scale bombing operation was to be carried out, the United States also dispatched DC-130 and F-4 aircraft to simulate B-52 bombers striking Hanoi over Laos and near the Thai border, in order to create a diversion. When the large-scale bombing raid began in earnest, the United States employed a comprehensive electronic-jamming and cover tactic, namely: electronic-jamming aircraft would provide standoff jamming support far from the strike aircraft, projecting more than a hundred tons of chaff along the flight corridor to form a jamming curtain 15 to 20 kilometers wide and 100 kilometers long; interspersed within the bombing formation, further electronic-jamming aircraft accompanied the raid, and B-52 bombers were themselves also fitted with electronic reconnaissance and warning equipment, and carried more than ten sets of jamming equipment, decoy missiles, and chaff dispensers. Through these measures described above, North Vietnam’s anti-aircraft artillery and air-defense missiles had great difficulty locking onto their targets, greatly reducing the effectiveness of the defense against these raids, and inflicting heavy losses on the targets being defended.



(4) The combination of military and civilian forces, and the vigorous conduct of anti-bombing and counter-blockade operations, were the crucial experience through which the North Vietnamese people broke the American blockade and ultimately achieved victory

In order to effectively defeat the American bombing and blockade campaign while preserving its own strength, the North Vietnamese people adopted a series of forceful countermeasures, and achieved notable success. First, they organized the masses to wage the struggle for air defense. They established mass-based air-defense organizations, with every township, cooperative, and street forming “aircraft-hunting groups,” and widely constructed air-defense trenches and shelters, and building an extensive air-defense warning and communication network. Second, they dispersed and concealed the storage of important materiel. Regarding ammunition, fuel, and grain and other important materiel, apart from equipping them with air-defense cover, they mainly adopted the approach of dispersing storage, relying on mountains, and storing materiel in caves. Third, they strictly practiced camouflage, setting up decoy targets, and repeatedly redeploying their positions in a timely manner to confuse the enemy, while also conducting firepower ambushes. North Vietnamese forces often set up decoy artillery, decoy antennas, and decoy positions, and at times even used the rescue radios carried by captured American pilots to send out fake distress signals, luring in American aircraft to shoot them down. Fourth, they deployed their anti-aircraft artillery and air-defense missiles to form a coordinated anti-aircraft firepower network. Their basic method of employment was to focus their defenses on key points while also deploying dispersed defenses elsewhere, concentrating fire at close range, combining fixed defenses with mobile combat, skillfully camouflaging and concealing their positions, building well-fortified firing positions, strengthening reconnaissance and observation to discover targets in time, and firing promptly when opportunities arose. North Vietnamese troops and civilians shot down a combined more than 3,300 American aircraft, defeating the American strategic scheme of “using bombing to press for talks, and using blockade to press for peace.”





Part Eleven: Air Combat and Airborne Operations




Chapter 91: The Soviet-German Air Battle over Kuban

(April 17 – June 7, 1943)

The Battle of Kuban was a large-scale air engagement fought in the course of the Battle of the Caucasus on the Soviet-German front during the Second World War. It was one of the air battles of the Great Patriotic War with the greatest number of sorties flown and the greatest number of aircraft committed on both sides, and marked a major turning point in the Soviet struggle for strategic command of the air during the war. Through the Battle of Kuban, the German air force suffered a severe setback, and the Soviet Union seized command of the air over the southern flank of the Soviet-German front, laying the foundation for seizing strategic command of the air over the entire Soviet-German front. In this air battle, the Soviet employment of forces, operational command, and use of tactics and technology all displayed many distinctive features worth our study and research. This case also allows us to observe the historical development of air-force operations worldwide, and the trajectory of development in aviation technology and tactics.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

On January 1, 1943, in accordance with a decision by Soviet Supreme Command, the Southern Front (formed on the basis of the Stalingrad Front) and the Transcaucasian Front (formed by combining the Black Sea Group and the Northern Group), with the support of the 4th, 5th, and 8th Air Armies and the active cooperation of the Black Sea Fleet, aimed to isolate the main strength of the German forces in the northern Caucasus, in order to ultimately annihilate them. From January 1, German high command began withdrawing its forces from the Mozdok area toward the northwest, striving to allow its forces to escape encirclement in time.

Against this backdrop, on January 3 the Transcaucasian Front’s Northern Group began pursuing the retreating German forces in the direction of Salsk and Stavropol, and by January 24 had liberated Mozdok, Mineralnye Vody, Pyatigorsk, Stavropol, Armavir, and other cities in the northern Caucasus (on January 24, 1943, the Northern Group was reorganized as the Northern Caucasus Front). At the same time, the Southern Front advanced smoothly along both the Rostov and Salsk axes, and linked up with the Transcaucasian Front at Salsk. On January 29, the Black Sea Group liberated Maykop. The Soviet advance was carried out under extremely arduous spring-thaw conditions, with muddy roads and scarce supply lines, but despite the many difficulties, the advance proceeded smoothly.

Disregarding its heavy losses in manpower and equipment, the German forces put up stubborn resistance, gradually withdrawing the remnants of their units and formations toward the lower reaches of the Kuban River and the Taman Peninsula. Concerned that the Kuban Group might be driven into the sea by Soviet forces, the German high command built strong defenses in these areas, constructing trenches, anti-tank ditches, bunkers, strongpoints, and resistance nodes, forming a defensive zone with a depth of 5 to 25 kilometers. The main defensive belt (known as the “Blue Line”) had a depth of 6 kilometers, and behind the “Blue Line,” in an area extending 30 to 40 kilometers further back, several more well-fortified defensive lines existed. German forces here organized their defenses in successive echelons, with the 17th Army (16 divisions) defending this area, screening the Taman Peninsula from the Sea of Azov to Novorossiysk. Subsequently, Soviet Supreme High Command assigned the North Caucasus Front the mission of destroying the encircled German group. Because German ground forces at Kuban were relatively weak, and Germany pinned its hopes primarily on its air force, it moved the main strength of the 4th Air Fleet to Kerch and the Taman Peninsula. In order to contest command of the air over the southern flank of the Soviet-German front, and to strengthen unified command over the air armies, the Soviet Union established a North Caucasus Front Air Force Command, appointing Konstantin Vershinin as its commander, with the representative of Supreme Command and the Commander of the Red Air Force, Marshal Alexander Novikov, personally directing the North Caucasus front lines, exercising unified leadership and coordination over the operations of the North Caucasus Front’s air forces, along with the 4th Air Army and the 5th Air Army.

The Soviet plan of operations: to seize command of the air over the southern flank of the Soviet-German front through air combat, in order to create the conditions needed to support ground forces in liberating the Taman Peninsula.

The German plan of operations: to rely on air power to make up for the shortfall in German ground forces, in order to achieve the goal of holding the Taman Peninsula.

Comparison of the two sides’ forces: the Soviet 4th and 5th Air Armies, the Black Sea Fleet’s air arm, and part of the long-range air force, committed a combined total of about 900 aircraft, later increased to 1,000, deployed at airfields in the western and northeastern parts of Krasnodar Krai. The German 4th Air Fleet and the air units stationed in southern Ukraine committed about 1,200 aircraft, later increased to 1,400, concentrated at airfields on the Taman Peninsula, Kerch, the Donbas region, and southern Ukraine.




II. Course of the Battle


Phase One (April 17–24): The Air Battle over the Myskhako Area

In this area, Soviet naval infantry had occupied a beachhead 4 kilometers wide and about 2.5 kilometers deep, known as the “Small Land,” and had transported into this beachhead 2 naval infantry brigades, 1 infantry brigade, and 1 independent airborne regiment, totaling more than 17,000 men, pinning down about five German divisions’ worth of strength — posing a considerable threat to the German forces. For this reason, at 6:30 on April 17, after thorough artillery and air preparation, the German forces, with the direct support of 450 bombers and 200 fighters, launched a fierce counterattack against the “Small Land” and the Soviet positions beyond it, attempting to annihilate the Soviet landing force there; the Soviet forces holding the “Small Land” put up stubborn resistance. Because German air forces had several bases in the Crimea and on the Taman Peninsula, at a distance of only 50 to 100 kilometers from the front, they were able to conduct sorties at a very high intensity, committing nearly a thousand aircraft sorties over this small space. The Soviets initially dispatched only 300 sorties to counter the German air-ground attacks, but, because their forces were too weak by comparison, with their bases 150 to 200 kilometers further away at Krasnodar, they temporarily lost control of campaign command of the air. On April 18, German ground forces broke through the forward edge of the Soviet defenses, and occupied a small patch of open ground in a wooded area 2 kilometers southeast of Myskhako. On April 20, the Soviet-German air battle in the Myskhako area reached its most intense pitch. German air forces brought up their reserves, preparing to launch a full-scale assault, attempting to split the “Small Land” into two isolated portions, before then annihilating the Soviet forces there. That same day, in order to seize command of the air over the battlefield, the Soviets drew the 2nd Bomber Air Corps from Supreme Command’s strategic reserve into the fight, committing the 3rd Air Army, the 2nd Mixed Air Corps, and the 282nd Fighter Aviation Division to the battle, and, within a single day, carried out two concentrated strikes against the enemy infantry and artillery combat formations facing the landing force’s front. That night, Soviet long-range aviation, the North Caucasus Front’s aviation, and the Black Sea Fleet’s naval aviation coordinated their operations, striking the German airfields at Anapa and the German combat formations, achieving notable effect. The commander of the Soviet 18th Army, General Konstantin Leselidze, in assessing the aviation’s actions, remarked: “Our aviation’s concentrated strikes against the enemy forces attempting to annihilate the Soviet landing force in the Myskhako area completely wrecked the enemy’s plans. All the commanders of the landing force gained

confidence in their own strength.” On April 23, the commander of the German 17th Army, General Ruoff, was forced to acknowledge at an operational conference: “In the offensive of April 20, we committed all our strength, but ran into an assault by more than a hundred Russian aircraft, and our units suffered heavy losses. As a result, even this offensive was suppressed.” Because the Soviet Supreme Command’s three reserve air armies and one air division had joined the fighting, the strength of Soviet aviation’s striking power continuously increased; in the Myskhako area, the overall balance of air strength between the two sides shifted, and the Soviet air force gradually gained air superiority. From April 17 to 24, over eight days of intense fighting, the Soviet air force achieved its first large-scale aerial victory over Kuban, shooting down 152 German aircraft, while losing 76 of its own fighters, temporarily seizing campaign-level command of the air.



Phase Two (April 29 – May 10): The Air Battle in the Krymskaya Area

The Soviet North Caucasus Front renewed its offensive to smash the German Kuban Group’s defenses. The German forces put up stubborn resistance, and concentrated their bomber forces to carry out heavy bombing raids against Soviet units; Soviet aviation, in turn, resolutely resisted German attacks against Soviet formations. On April 29, Soviet fighter pilot Captain Boris Vakhrameyev led an 8-aircraft formation to cover Soviet ground forces’ offensive. As the flight approached Novorossiysk from the west, it encountered 3 groups (81 aircraft in all) of German bombers escorted by 10 fighters. Vakhrameyev ordered 4 of his aircraft to entangle the escort fighters, while he personally led the lead group of the escort fighters into a dive, and, in the first pass, immediately downed the lead aircraft of the enemy’s leading group, throwing the German bomber formation into disarray. In the second pass, they shot down another German fighter. Just as the German group was in a state of panicked flight, ground control directed them toward two more enemy groups approaching the front lines; Vakhrameyev immediately gathered his 8 aircraft and flew northeast to intercept. Guided by ground control, they encountered 12 German fighters over Krymskaya; the enemy, caught by surprise, panicked and fled toward the Anapa airfield direction. In this air battle, 8 German aircraft were shot down by Vakhrameyev’s group, 4 of which were downed by Vakhrameyev himself. On the morning of May 3, the Soviet 2nd Bomber Air Corps sent 162 aircraft, in waves at intervals of 10 to 20 minutes, one after another to suppress enemy artillery near Adagum and Neberdzhayevskaya, thereby helping ground forces break through the German defenses west of Krymskaya, and also ensuring that friendly armored formations could smoothly advance through the breach. After this, both sides carried out further large-scale formation air battles (at times more than 40 per day), with each side committing as many as 50 to 80 aircraft per engagement. Over 12 days, the 4th Air Army, the Black Sea Fleet’s naval aviation, and long-range aviation flew a combined total of more than 10,000 sorties, more than half of which struck German ground forces and technical equipment on the battlefield, while destroying 368 German aircraft in the process, at a cost of only 70 fighters lost — achieving victory in the second air battle and once again seizing command of the air over the theater.



Phase Three (May 26 – June 7): The Air Battle over the Kievskoye and Moldavanskoye Areas

This engagement occurred at the time the Soviet North Caucasus Front was attempting to break through the German defenses in the Kievskoye and Moldavanskoye areas. On the morning of May 26, after a 40-minute intense artillery-preparation bombardment and firepower preparation by 338 aircraft, the Soviet North Caucasus Front’s units transitioned to the offensive between Kievskoye and Moldavanskoye villages, and, within just six hours, had captured several German strongpoints, penetrating the defense to a depth of 3 to 5 kilometers. In order to slow the Soviet advance, German high command concentrated all its air strength over the battlefield. In the first three hours of the offensive, German air forces flew 1,500 sorties. From midday onward, German bombers came one wave after another to attack the Soviet advancing units’ rear areas, and by dusk German air forces had carried out a combined 600-bomber, 20-minute assault against the Soviet forces. Despite this, Soviet aviation engaged German aviation in fierce air battles, preventing German bombers from carrying out accurate bombing and driving off a great many German bomber formations, but because Germany had drawn in large numbers of additional aircraft from other fronts, giving it 1.5 times the air strength of the Soviets, the Soviet air force was unable to completely halt German activity, and Germany temporarily regained command of the air. At 07:30 on May 27, ground forces on both sides launched an almost simultaneous offensive. To retain command of the air, German aircraft flew 2,658 sorties in a single day, supporting ground forces in waves of 50 to 100 aircraft at a time. Because of the continuous German air raids, Soviet ground forces found it extremely difficult to advance and maneuver by day. The Soviet Marshal Alexander Novikov, recalling the situation at the time, said: “On the first day of the offensive, we felt that our fighters were too few, unable to resist the enemy’s large-scale air raids, which repeatedly pinned down our fighters, allowing enemy bombers to slip through.” Over the following days, in order to weaken the German air force’s operational capability, the Soviets intensified their night raids against German airfields, causing a marked decline in German air activity. After fierce air battles, 315 German aircraft were destroyed, at a cost of 150 Soviet fighters lost, and the Soviet air force finally secured campaign-level command of the air.

The Battle of Kuban lasted more than 50 days, involving numerous intense aerial engagements, each lasting several hours at a time, with both sides committing enormous forces. The Soviet air force flew a combined total of about 35,000 sorties, shooting down more than 1,100 German aircraft, of which more than 800 were shot down in aerial combat.





III. Analysis

The Battle of Kuban was one of the air battles of the Great Patriotic War with the greatest number of sorties flown and the greatest number of aircraft committed on both sides, and marked a major turning point in the Soviet struggle for strategic command of the air during the war. In this air battle, Soviet aviation innovated its deployment of forces and its methods of attack, developing the “Kuban shelves” method of aerial force deployment, and widely made use of ground-based radio direction, vertical maneuvering, and formation formats based on paired aircraft with frontal and depth-staggered dispersal, improving both combat capability and command effectiveness, ultimately achieving victory in the campaign and seizing command of the air over the theater, exerting a positive influence on subsequent Soviet air operations. This case is a classic example of aerial warfare in world military history, and occupies an important historical position in the history of world air warfare, deserving our study and reference.


(1) Concentrating large numbers of air forces in the primary direction of effort, to seize campaign-level command of the air

Concentration of force is a basic principle of military affairs, and this is all the more essential in air combat operations conducted within visual range. Concentration must be achieved both spatially and temporally, in order to guarantee a locally superior position against the enemy, thereby seizing campaign-level command of the air. In the early stage of the war, both the Soviet Union and Germany reinforced their aviation strength in order to seize command of the air over the theater. In the course of the air battle, both sides concentrated the great majority of their aviation strength in the primary direction of effort. Because of shifts in the relative strength each side committed, campaign-level command of the air changed hands several times, but, in the end, Soviet aviation achieved an absolute superiority and secured command of the air over the theater. For example, on April 29, in order to support the ground forces’ offensive, Soviet aviation flew 144 bomber sorties, 82 ground-attack sorties, and 256 fighter sorties within just three hours. On May 27, in order to retain command of the air, German forces flew as many as 2,658 sorties in a single day.



(2) Widespread use of ground-based radio direction to improve operational effectiveness

With the widespread use of radio equipment and ground-based radar, extremely favorable conditions were created for aviation — and particularly fighter aviation — to conduct combat operations. Soviet fighters were able to strike German forces by surprise in air combat, and this was inseparable from the accurate direction and guidance provided by ground-based radio stations. In order to direct and command fighter operations on the battlefield, the Soviets established 5 radio stations near the front lines, of which 3 were positioned within the 56th Army’s offensive zone. Of these 3 stations, one served as the “primary guidance station,” positioned only 4 kilometers from the front lines; through vigilant monitoring and radar-relayed intelligence on the aerial situation, it fully grasped the state of the air battle, and promptly relayed the range, altitude, bearing, and other flight parameters of German aircraft formations to Soviet aircraft engaged in combat, guiding them to intercept the enemy in time and adopt favorable attack postures, seizing the initiative. Later, this radio station in effect became the command post directing the combat operations of the entire fighter group of the 4th Air Army.



(3) Continuously reinforcing forces in the course of the air battle

The reinforcement of forces during the course of an air battle is, in essence, an act of changing the balance of forces on the battlefield to form a superiority of strength, thereby seizing command of the air over the theater. Both the Soviet Union and Germany, in order to achieve their intended objective of seizing campaign-level command of the air, repeatedly reinforced their strength. At various points during the battle, both sides temporarily seized command of the air over the theater, but, in the final campaign outcome, the Soviet Union achieved an absolute superiority and secured command of the air. For example, at the start of the first phase of the air battle, Soviet fighter aviation’s supporting strength was inadequate, and it lost command of the air over the theater, resulting in a passive battlefield situation. The Soviet front-line representative of Supreme Command headquarters and the commander of the air force, Marshal Novikov, decisively decided to reinforce Kuban on a large scale, redeploying reserve bomber and fighter aviation from Supreme Command headquarters, increasing the number of daily sorties to as many as 900, thereby shifting the balance of forces in the Myskhako area and gradually seizing air superiority in the theater, and regaining command of the air over the theater. In the third phase of the air battle, in order to retain command of the air, German forces flew as many as 2,658 sorties in a single day, carrying out continuous, uninterrupted attacks against Soviet forces, making it extremely difficult for Soviet forces to advance and maneuver by day.



(4) Innovating in aerial force deployment and combat formations, improving air-combat effectiveness

First, they innovated the “Kuban shelves” method of aerial force deployment. In the early stage of the air battle, the Soviet fighter pilot Alexander Pokryshkin proposed a method of deploying aviation strength in echelons stacked at different altitudes; this novel tactic later came to be known as “Kuban shelves.” This new formation allowed fighters to maintain favorable positioning within a large formation group, coordinating with one another and providing mutual support, while also giving full play to the initiative of each individual aircraft — a major development in the campaign-level tactics of fighter aviation. The “Kuban shelves” consisted of 6 or 12 aircraft organized into 3 echelons by altitude, with each echelon positioned at a different altitude and distance from the others; whichever side needed to provide cover would attack the first echelon, while the second echelon suppressed it, and, if the enemy attempted to attack the second echelon, the third echelon would suppress it in turn. Second, they pioneered the use of a frontal and depth-staggered dispersal formation, based on the paired-aircraft concept. The correct use of combat formation, forming a favorable aerial posture, is of great importance in fully leveraging the effectiveness of concentrated firepower and winning aerial combat. Soviet pilots, in light of the characteristics of aerial combat, sought to gain the initiative in searching out targets while also being able to swiftly transition into combat, using the paired-aircraft concept as the basis for a frontal and depth-staggered dispersal formation, which played an important role in helping them achieve combat victory. Third, they flexibly employed vertical maneuvering. In aerial combat, the use of vertical maneuvering allowed fighters to rapidly gain a favorable altitude and speed advantage within a short period, both enabling them to launch fierce, unexpected attacks against the enemy and to swiftly evade the enemy’s own attacks. Before the Battle of Kuban, Soviet pilots had suffered severe losses because they had neglected vertical maneuvering, and, drawing lessons from this experience, gave greater emphasis to the use of vertical maneuvering during the Battle of Kuban, achieving excellent combat results. Vertical maneuvering later became one of the basic tactical maneuvers of Soviet fighter aviation.





Chapter 92: The German Airborne Assault on Crete

(May 20–31, 1941)

The Battle of Crete, which erupted in 1941, was both the first large-scale airborne operation in the history of world warfare, and remains, to this day, the only landing-invasion campaign carried out predominantly by airborne forces. In this campaign, German forces independently employed airborne troops in the early phase, and, later, with the coordination of naval and Italian forces, seized the island of Crete in the Mediterranean Sea from British control. Although the Germans paid a heavy price in this airborne battle — losing nearly one-third of their airborne forces, causing German commander-in-chief Adolf Hitler to acknowledge that “Crete has become the grave of the German paratrooper” — Germany nonetheless achieved its strategic and campaign objectives, gaining control over the Aegean Sea and the Mediterranean shipping lanes. In terms of the campaign itself, the experiences and lessons it offers hold epoch-making significance for the development and employment of airborne forces.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

The Greek island of Crete guards the exit of the Aegean Sea, and constitutes a maritime chokepoint on the route from Western Europe to the Middle East; it was also a forward outpost for Britain’s defense of Egypt and the Suez Canal, and thus held great strategic importance. Crete lies in the eastern Mediterranean, separated from the Balkan Peninsula by the sea to the north, with an area of about 8,300 square kilometers. The northern part of the island consists of hills, while the rest is mountainous, with the highest peak, Mount Ida, reaching an elevation of 2,456 meters. Along the northern hilly region there was one simple highway, while the rest of the island had only footpaths, and troop movement was inconvenient. The island’s population numbered more than 80,000, concentrated mainly at Maleme, Rethymno, Souda, Heraklion, Ierapetra, and Sitia, with the capital located at Rethymno. Early in the Greek campaign, when the fires of war had only just spread there, Hitler had already begun considering the question of seizing Crete. It was precisely for this reason that British Prime Minister Winston Churchill ordered that the British Commonwealth forces that had retreated to Crete halt their withdrawal there and defend the island resolutely.

To carry out the Crete airborne campaign, Germany established a campaign command headquarters for the airborne operation, built around the 4th Air Fleet. Under its command was the 11th Air Corps, commanded by Colonel General Kurt Student, whose primary task was to carry out the ground operations on Crete; the 8th Air Corps, commanded by General Wolfram von Richthofen, whose primary task was to provide close air-fire support for the airborne operation; and the naval Southeast Squadron, commanded by Vice Admiral Karlgeorg Schuster (comprising various types of vessels, totaling 70), whose primary task was to provide seaborne cover and support for the Crete airborne operation. The airborne operation was under the overall command of the 4th Air Fleet’s commander, Colonel General Alexander Löhr, while the ground operations were commanded by the 7th Airborne Division’s commander, Major General Wilhelm Süssmann. From April 25 onward, the various German units began preparing for the airborne campaign according to plan. On May 14, all participating units had assembled near their staging areas around Athens, and began intensive pre-battle exercises. At the same time, German and Italian forces launched a new offensive in North Africa in order to prevent Britain from redeploying its forces to reinforce Crete. On the 18th and 19th, the German air force also intensified its focused bombing raids against targets on the island.

In late April, Churchill warned the British commander-in-chief for the Middle East, General Archibald Wavell, to make thorough preparations for the defense of Crete against airborne assault, guarding against a possible German airborne attack there. On the Prime Minister’s orders, the British Middle East commander-in-chief, General Wavell, personally flew to Crete, conveying the Prime Minister’s orders, and appointed the newly arrived New Zealand division commander, Major General Bernard Freyberg, as overall commander of the island’s defense forces, with Brigadier Puttick, commander of the 4th Brigade, taking over as the New Zealand division’s commanding officer. On May 6, the defenders received important intelligence from British intelligence departments detailing the specific plans for the German airborne assault and the possible timing of the attack, and swiftly adjusted their force deployment, making full use of the terrain and available materiel to reinforce their defensive works and strongpoints, laying ambushes in areas the German forces might land, and setting up a number of decoy positions to deceive enemy reconnaissance aircraft and bombers. On May 16, British forces shot down a German reconnaissance aircraft over Crete, and the pilot, taken prisoner, disclosed that Germany would launch its airborne assault against Crete within the next 48 hours. Accordingly, the defending forces entered a state of high alert beginning on May 17.

The German plan of operations: Germany judged that Crete lay within the combat radius of German aircraft, and, since the main strength of the British air force was based in North Africa, it would be difficult for it to reach Crete in time; accordingly, Germany decided to seize the island’s three airfields by airborne assault, then transport heavy weapons and landing troops by sea, and thereby seize control of Crete. This would achieve the goal of drawing off part of its forces to threaten Britain’s foothold in the Mediterranean region and the Middle East, while also safeguarding the security of Germany’s important petroleum base — the Ploiești oil fields in Romania — securing the flank safety of its eastward advance, and serving as a forward base for the eventual invasion of the Middle East.

The British plan of operations: the British believed that the main strength of the German assault would come by sea, with airborne forces used to seize airfields and ports simultaneously, and so decided to build a defensive system centered on Souda harbor and the island’s three airfields, dividing the island into four defense zones, in order to hold Crete and safeguard Britain’s interests in the eastern Mediterranean, North Africa, and the Middle East.

Comparison of the two sides’ forces: Germany committed a combined 22,000 airborne personnel, more than 500 transport aircraft, 100 bombers, and 100 gliders. The British and Greek garrison forces numbered 42,000 (about 28,000 British troops and 14,000 Greek troops), with 6 old tanks and 35 combat aircraft.




II. Course of the Battle

At 02:00 on May 20, four German airborne pathfinder teams landed first on Crete, using flare signals to mark out the landing zones.

At 03:30, the 3rd Regiment and an independent airborne regiment, tasked with carrying out the first-wave assault, boarded 493 Junkers Ju-52 transport aircraft and 100 gliders (towed by 100 bombers) across nine airfields of departure. At 04:00, all aircraft finished taking off, and, organized into groups of 12 aircraft each, flew toward Crete at an altitude of 300 meters and a speed of 120 kilometers per hour.


(1) The Seizure of Maleme Airfield

At around 07:00 on the 20th, the Ju-52 transport aircraft carrying the 2nd and 4th Battalions of the independent airborne regiment, escorted by fighters and dive bombers, flew over Maleme, and, at a speed of 185 kilometers per hour, dropped their paratroopers from an altitude of 120 meters. Defending Maleme airfield was the New Zealand 22nd Battalion, commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Leslie Andrew. This battalion had two companies defending the airfield directly, and another two companies positioned to control Hill 107 near the airfield, with battalion headquarters positioned on Hill 107 itself. When Andrew discovered the German airborne assault on the airfield, he immediately ordered all officers and men to open fire on the enemy, firing on the descending paratroopers and the Ju-52 transport aircraft alike, while the paratroopers themselves also returned fire while descending. Once the paratroopers had landed, fierce, chaotic small-unit fighting broke out everywhere. At this time, the 1st and 3rd Battalions of the independent airborne regiment, riding in 100 gliders towed by bombers, also arrived over their target and released from tow. Most of the 1st Battalion landed on the uneven, rocky bed of the Tavronitis riverbed, with a small number of gliders crashing. The 3rd Battalion landed on the positions held by the New Zealand 22nd and 23rd Battalions, and, in the fierce fighting that followed, more than 400 officers and men of the 3rd Battalion, including the battalion commander, were all killed by the defending forces.

The commander of the independent airborne regiment, Colonel Meindl, having landed, and seeing the fierce state of the ground fighting and the unfavorable elements of the independent airborne regiment’s situation, decided to temporarily suspend the plan to attack the airfield from both the east and west, and instead reorganized his forces to first seize Hill 107 from both the west and south, before then seizing Maleme airfield. At this point, the New Zealand 22nd Battalion’s commander, Andrew, had already lost contact with the two companies defending the airfield to the east. When the independent airborne regiment attacked the important road bridge at Tavronitis, Andrew organized his reserve company and his only two tanks to counterattack the German paratroopers, but the tanks were knocked out and the crews killed. Meindl seized the momentum and continued to press his advance on Hill 107. On the afternoon of the 20th, under the pressure of the German paratroopers, the two companies defending Hill 107 were forced back to the hilltop. At 18:00, the New Zealand 22nd Battalion voluntarily abandoned Hill 107, retreating to the positions of the 23rd Battalion. By this point, the independent airborne regiment had only 600-odd men left, and Colonel Meindl himself had been severely wounded in the fighting, and was no longer capable of continuing the advance. That same night, the independent airborne regiment reorganized its forces and, with great difficulty, clawed its way up the now essentially undefended Hill 107 from the west and south, and, relying on this commanding position, gained effective control of Maleme airfield.



(2) The Seizure of Chania

At 04:00 on the 20th, the 3rd Battalion of the airborne 7th Division’s 3rd Regiment, tasked with the airborne assault on the Chania area, also took off from its own staging airfield. Overall command of Crete’s ground operations, the 7th Division’s commander, Major General Süssmann, and the main personnel of the division’s command staff, rode together aboard a single glider, but the glider’s tow rope was severed by an enemy fighter en route, and everyone aboard the glider was killed, leaving the airborne campaign without effective ground-level command.

At around 07:00, the 3rd Regiment landed south of Chania, in the Galatas area. The 1st and 2nd Battalions also landed within British Commonwealth positions, and, surrounded on all sides, put up a desperate struggle building fortifications. That afternoon, the New Zealand 4th Brigade organized one battalion to counterattack the German paratroopers, and repelled them. The 3rd Battalion landed on the positions of the New Zealand 4th Brigade, and was mostly annihilated.

From 09:00 to 10:00, the first wave of aircraft finished their airborne drop and returned to their staging airfields. Because of the difficulty in refueling, combined with poor weather conditions at the airfield, the aircraft carrying the second wave took off three and a half hours later than originally scheduled, and did not arrive over their own designated drop zones until 15:00. Because each transport-aircraft group took off as soon as it had finished loading, the timing of their arrival over the drop zones also varied, resulting in a scattered, piecemeal airborne drop that continued sporadically over more than three hours; and the fighters and bombers tasked with providing cover and suppression duty, despite following the original plan, had to return to base by 16:15. In this way, by the time the majority of the second-wave transport aircraft reached the drop zone, the fighters and bombers tasked with cover and suppression had already left the area, and so the second wave’s airborne drop was, in effect, carried out without any air cover at all. At the same time, because of an insufficient number of aircraft, 600 men were unable to be airdropped at all.



(3) The Seizure of Rethymno

At 16:15, the transport aircraft carrying the 7th Division’s 2nd Regiment (less its 2nd Battalion) reached the airspace over Rethymno and began the airborne drop, immediately coming under fierce ground anti-aircraft fire; 7 aircraft were shot down, and 2 more collided and crashed. Apart from one company that landed east of the airfield runway without incident, the rest of the force was scattered across the area west of the runway. The 1st and 3rd Battalions each had one company land together with the airborne headquarters, landing within the positions of the Australian 2nd Battalion, and were mostly annihilated. By dusk, this regiment had suffered more than 400 casualties, and was unable to seize Rethymno airfield.



(4) The Seizure of Heraklion

At 17:00, the transport aircraft carrying the airborne 7th Division’s 1st Regiment (reinforced with the 2nd Battalion of the 2nd Regiment) reached the Heraklion area and began the airborne drop, completing the drop by 19:00. Because this regiment’s organizational structure had become quite disordered after landing, and the regimental commander, Bruno Bräuer, had originally planned to concentrate his forces to seize the town of Heraklion and the airfield together, the assault continued until dusk without success, and this unit suffered extremely heavy losses.

Because German airborne forces on the island had come under stubborn resistance from the defending forces, and because there was no unified command, by nightfall on that first day, none of the three airfields had been secured. The German airborne assault against the independent airborne regiment achieved a degree of success, but its overall progress was limited; at Rethymno and Chania, the 7th Division faced the risk of being wiped out entirely. Given how extremely urgent the situation had become, because a radio transmitter had been damaged, causing a breakdown in communications, the German commanding officer Student, at the Athens headquarters, remained completely in the dark about the situation with the 3rd Regiment at Rethymno and Heraklion. He wished to send reinforcements but had no clear picture of the situation, and found it extremely difficult to make a decision at short notice. On the 21st, he first only air-dropped supplies to the Maleme area. In order to determine the actual situation, Student dispatched his staff officer Reinhard Klein aboard a single Ju-52 transport aircraft, which force-landed at Maleme airfield; once Klein had confirmed the situation, he immediately took off again and returned to report on the state of affairs at Crete to headquarters. Student immediately ordered that the 600 paratroopers and elements of the 5th Mountain Division being held in reserve be reinforced to Maleme airfield.

At 15:00 on the 21st, 600 paratroopers parachuted onto Maleme airfield; about half of these personnel drifted off course from the drop zone, landing among the defending forces, and were mostly killed; the other half landed in the designated area, joining the ranks of the independent airborne regiment. After this, the aircraft carrying the 5th Mountain Division continued to land in succession, heading toward the front lines. By 16:00, the airborne 100th Regiment had begun operating from Maleme airfield, and by sunset, the entire regiment had completed its landing, and, upon landing, some aircraft were struck and damaged by the impact.

On the night of the 21st, German forces organized a small motorized-boat detachment to transport a battalion of mountain infantry toward Crete. En route, this force encountered a British naval fleet interception and was entirely wiped out. The British squadron commander, Rear Admiral Irving Glennie, wished to exploit this success at sea and expand the victory, and ordered the 5th Brigade’s commander, Brigadier James Hargest, to use the cover of darkness to conduct a counterattack against Maleme airfield, ordering the 20th and 28th Battalions to launch their counterattack at dawn on the 22nd. But because the order did not reach the units in time, it was not until dawn on the 22nd that the 20th and 28th Battalions began their attack on Maleme airfield. At a distance of 2,400 meters from Maleme airfield, they came under severe damage from a fierce combination of German air power and airborne resistance, and, unable to advance further, were forced to halt their attack outside the airfield.

That afternoon, Hargest again ordered the 5th Brigade to launch a further counterattack. Because this attempted counterattack encountered fierce resistance and blocking fire from German airborne forces and their air support, and failed to complete its assigned task, the brigade commander requested permission to withdraw; the division commander, Puttick, also agreed to the withdrawal, and so Hargest ordered the withdrawal of the defensive area at Maleme airfield.

At dawn on the 23rd, the German air force bombed British warships, forcing them to withdraw to the major harbor at Alexandria in North Africa. After Germany seized control of the sea, it began sending equipment by sea, resupplying its airborne forces. By dusk on the 24th, German airborne forces had gained control of the western part of Crete, and continued to expand eastward, though their progress was slow. On the 25th, German forces used captured tanks to finally clear away the aircraft wreckage scattered across Maleme airfield. On the 26th, an entire regiment of the 5th Mountain Division landed at Maleme airfield. Once German combat strength on the island had been considerably reinforced, on the 27th they broke through the New Zealand division’s defenses at Chania. Also on the 27th, German forces occupied Rethymno, and on the 28th, Heraklion. At the same time, Italian forces also dispatched landing forces ashore at Sitia, coordinating with German operations. On the 29th, the German airborne forces’ Western Group linked up with the Eastern Group, and by dusk had occupied Rethymno, Ierapetra, and Sitia.

Under the powerful German ground and air assault, British forces steadily fell back in defeat. Although Churchill still insisted that Crete must be held at all costs until victory was achieved, he was ultimately forced to accept a request from General Wavell to withdraw from Crete. From the 28th onward, British Commonwealth forces began withdrawing.

Because the northern coast was entirely under German control, British forces were forced to march overland toward a fishing village on the southern coast. On June 1, 17,000 British Commonwealth troops boarded British naval warships and merchant vessels, evacuating to Egypt and Palestine. About 6,000 men who could not be evacuated in time were all taken prisoner by German forces.





III. Analysis

This was a case study of an independent airborne operation, and to this day it holds irreplaceable, model significance for the building, development, and combat operations of airborne forces of every country.


(1) It greatly advanced the development and construction of airborne forces

This airborne campaign was the first instance, in the history of world military affairs, of airborne forces being used independently to carry out a full campaign mission. Through this airborne campaign, both the Axis powers and the Allied nations developed a new appreciation of the significance of airborne operations. Countries around the world recognized, through the Crete airborne campaign, the importance of airborne operations, and the Allied nations, too, came to realize that vertical envelopment by air was of absolute necessity for ground forces, accelerating the pace of building up their own airborne forces, and, that same year, organizing large-scale airborne combat units, advancing the development and construction of airborne forces. After this, in the large-scale campaigns of the latter half of the Second World War — such as the Normandy landings, the North African landings, and the crossing of the Rhine — airborne forces were widely employed, and, in some of these operations, achieved unexpectedly great victories. From this point on, countries around the world placed even greater emphasis on the development and construction of airborne forces, and the former Soviet Union even established airborne forces as an independent branch of service.



(2) It explored the establishment of a command organ for airborne campaigns

The employment of airborne forces, regardless of the scale of forces involved, directly reflects the resolve and intentions of the supreme command, and carries campaign-level, or even strategic-level, significance. The decision-making authority for airborne operations should rest with the highest command organ of the joint campaign. Only by establishing a unified command and support mechanism, responsible for the decision-making and planning of airborne campaign command and logistical support issues, can the combat effectiveness of airborne forces be maximized. An airborne campaign is a joint operation involving multiple branches of service; in order to strengthen effective, uninterrupted command and control over the various participating units, a unified, efficient campaign command structure must be established. By April 1941, although Germany had, over nearly two years of combat, achieved great success, it had no precedent for independently carrying out a campaign in a single direction using airborne forces alone. In order to ensure the success of this campaign, Germany first organized a campaign air group that included naval, air, and airborne forces, establishing a campaign command structure to exercise unified command over the various forces participating in the campaign. In the course of the battle, using the vanguard unit to land ahead of the main force for reconnaissance and to mark the target zone for the benefit of the main force was also a first in the history of airborne operations. At the same time, in light of the special characteristics of airborne operations, the command was divided into two separate commanders, one responsible for air operations and the other for ground operations. This approach both ensured that air operations proceeded according to plan, and guaranteed against the failure of the fire-support plan for the airborne operation. This case laid an example worth reflecting on for the establishment of command structures for later airborne campaigns.



(3) It demonstrated the resoluteness of airborne combat objectives and actions

Airborne forces possess a distinctive branch-specific advantage, and are typically employed in critical, decisive directions and locations at key, decisive moments; the success or failure of their employment can have a major impact on the overall campaign situation. From the standpoint of combat objectives, once an airborne operation has begun, there is no room for regrouping or second chances, and this determines that airborne forces must “not act unless necessary, but once committed, must succeed.” Therefore, the objectives of an airborne operation must be extremely resolute, admitting no wavering whatsoever. In this campaign, even as German forces had already lost three-quarters of their strength, their division commander had been killed, and the battlefield situation remained unclear, Germany nonetheless persisted in its original objective, adopting a variety of measures — such as directly dispatching staff officers to the battlefield to assess the situation, increasing the sortie rate of its air force, and striking enemy naval fleets to secure command of the sea and the air — to reinforce its strength and replenish supplies from the sea, through a series of measures ensuring Germany’s continued, uninterrupted combat capability, carrying the airborne operation through to its conclusion, demonstrating the resoluteness of the airborne operation’s objective. Although the price paid was heavy, Germany ultimately occupied the entire island, achieving victory in the campaign.



(4) It demonstrated the extreme importance of command of the air and command of the sea for airborne operations

Seizing and maintaining command of the air is the basic prerequisite for victory in an airborne campaign, and this applies to combat operations from the very start of the airborne campaign through to its conclusion. In the Crete airborne campaign, Germany concentrated 1,500 combat aircraft in the area to provide support, not only ensuring the safety of the airborne forces’ flight, but also inflicting heavy losses on the British forces and naval fleet on Crete, subsequently seizing command of the sea as well, and providing powerful support to the airborne operations. Britain, in this theater, had only the 50 carrier-based aircraft aboard the aircraft carrier “Formidable” — a drop in the bucket for a large-scale counter-airborne campaign. Throughout the entire course of the campaign, command of the air and command of the sea remained firmly in German hands, laying the foundation for victory in the airborne campaign.



(5) The campaign highlighted the serious impact of an airborne plan disclosed too early, too many operational objectives, insufficient and dispersed airborne strength, and weak reconnaissance and intelligence support and inadequate transport support on the course of the campaign

An airborne operation must strive to form an absolute local superiority within a relatively small area and the shortest possible time, in order to rapidly develop the offensive before the enemy can react. In this airborne campaign, Germany made the mistake of dispersing its airborne strike forces, attacking in different directions with forces that failed to support and coordinate with one another. Germany began organizing its preparations for the airborne campaign in April, while Britain learned of important intelligence about the timing of the campaign’s launch roughly four days in advance, making thorough preparations. Germany intended to commit 22,000 airborne troops, while British and Greek forces numbered 42,000. Had it not been for the strong naval and air support and reinforcements from the sea and air that Germany was able to bring to bear, there was little chance the airborne forces would have avoided annihilation. Under conditions where the situation facing the on-island commanders was not entirely accurate, the 11th Air Corps’ commanding officer, Student, insisted on dividing the airborne 7th Division’s strength across seven separate areas for the airborne assault; it was only later, through the intervention of the air force commander-in-chief Löhr, that this was changed to four areas. Actual combat proved that, had the German airborne forces instead concentrated their strength to first seize the northwestern part of Crete around Maleme, and then gradually developed the offensive toward Rethymno and Heraklion, the price paid might well have been considerably smaller. Because of poor pre-battle and wartime intelligence on the enemy’s situation, a considerable portion of the airborne strike force landed directly atop enemy positions, and was wiped out before it could even enter combat. Because of an insufficient number of transport aircraft, units had to be air-dropped in two separate waves, causing the first wave of paratroopers, once landed, to remain under fierce attack from the defending forces the entire time, with the second wave of paratroopers not dropping until the first wave had essentially already been annihilated. These lessons deserve the careful study and reflection of future organizers of airborne operations.





Chapter 93: The Anglo-American Airborne Assault on Sicily

(July 10–16, 1943)

The Italian island of Sicily lies in the central Mediterranean, separated from the Apennine Peninsula by the Strait of Messina to the east, facing Tunisia across the sea to the west, and bordering Malta to the south. It is a maritime chokepoint on the route from North Africa to Europe, and also Italy’s forward outpost to the south, possessing extremely important military value. In July 1943, Anglo-American forces carried out a landing campaign against Italian-held Sicily. In the course of this battle, British and American forces, for the first time on a large scale, employed airborne troops to conduct a shallow-depth airborne drop against Axis coastal defenses, coordinating with the actions of the landing force. In this airborne operation, American and British forces for the first time employed division- and brigade-scale airborne units, and the experience and lessons drawn from it were profound, making this a model case study well worth careful study and reference.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

After British and American forces achieved victory in the North African landing campaign, they rested and refitted before launching the Tunisian campaign in mid-March 1943. By May 12, the German-Italian African Group, including the 5th Airborne Division, had been almost entirely destroyed, its remaining strength — including Colonel General Hans-Jürgen von Arnim, who had taken command from Erwin Rommel in early April — some 250,000 men in total, having been captured. Afterward, the North African campaign ended in a complete Anglo-American victory. After the campaign, the forces stationed in North Africa were reorganized: American forces were reorganized into the 7th Army (under the command of the 1st, 3rd, and 9th Infantry Divisions and the 1st Armored Division, and the 82nd Airborne Division, commanded by General George Patton), which made preparations for the coming operation at Tunisia; British forces were reorganized into the 8th Army (under the command of the 44th, 50th, and 51st Infantry Divisions, the 1st, 7th, and 10th Armored Divisions, the 1st Airborne Division, the New Zealand 2nd Division, and the South African 1st Infantry Division, commanded by General Bernard Montgomery), which made its preparations at Alexandria.

After the Allies landed in North Africa, Germany and Italy reinforced Sicily with the powerful 6th Army, commanded by Alfredo Guzzoni (under the command of eight Italian coastal divisions, four Italian mechanized divisions, and two German armored divisions). On January 1, 1943, the leaders of the United States and Britain met at the Casablanca Conference, where they discussed their next strategic plan. The conference decided to exploit the strategically favorable turn of events for the Allies, and, in the summer of 1943, to use airborne forces in coordination with a landing force in order to clear away the Allied maritime shipping obstacles in the Mediterranean and to create the conditions for a future southward offensive into Europe. Based on an analysis of tidal conditions, the landing was set for July 10.

Preparations for the airborne operation: in order to clarify the enemy’s dispositions in the Sicily landing area, American and British forces decided to organize airborne unit commanders and transport-aircraft unit commanders to conduct on-the-spot reconnaissance under cover of darkness. On the night of June 10, airborne and transport-aircraft unit commanders boarded 6 bomber aircraft, taking off from Malta. Upon reaching the Sicilian coastline, the aircraft descended to an altitude of 1,800 meters, flying along the coast to carry out their reconnaissance. In February, the southern coast of Sicily’s military targets became clearly visible to the naked eye. When they flew near Bocca di Falco, they were discovered by Italian forces, and Italian anti-aircraft artillery opened fierce fire, forcing the aircraft to turn back. Although this reconnaissance mission was cut short, the Americans and British gained a better understanding of the terrain of the landing area, and this reconnaissance operation, and the German airborne operation on Crete, bore many similarities.

The American-British Allied plan of operations: American and British forces planned that, three hours before the landing, they would use airborne forces to drop separately on the southeastern Pachino Peninsula and the western part of Sicily, coordinating with the landing forces’ assault, pinning down the Italian forces’ coastal defense strength, and creating the conditions for the landing forces to come ashore and expand their beachhead. The strategic objective was to force Italy out of the war, ensure the safety of Mediterranean shipping lanes, divert German pressure from the Soviet Union, and open the door for the Allies’ landing in Europe.

The German-Italian plan of operations: in light of the possible directions of American and British attack, the German-Italian defense forces deployed half their strength in the western part of the island, an area convenient for mobile operations, while the other half took up first-line coastal defense duty, intending to launch a counterattack with their main force against American and British forces at the moment of landing, destroying them at the beachhead; should they be unable to drive back the Allied forces, they would then withdraw into the interior to fight a decisive battle in depth.

Comparison of the two sides’ forces: the American-British Allied forces committed 9 infantry divisions, 2 airborne divisions, 1 armored division, and 1 armored brigade, and 1 armored group, along with about 2,600 vessels of various types (of which 270 were combat vessels), 3,680 combat aircraft, and 1,500 transport aircraft, with a total strength of 478,000 (of which the American 82nd Airborne Division and the British 1st Airborne Division committed together about 10,500 airborne troops). German-Italian forces committed a defensive strength of 12 divisions and 3 brigades (regiments), plus fortress garrison forces, with about 1,400 combat aircraft, and a total strength of 260,000.




II. Course of the Battle


(1) The Operations of the American 82nd Airborne Division

On the evening of July 9, the weather suddenly turned bad, with heavy clouds churning and quickly filling the sky, and wind speeds reaching 15 meters per second. But because preparations for the airborne operation had already been completed and could not be recalled like a drawn bow, the original plan had to be carried out as scheduled.

At 20:45, the American 82nd Airborne Division’s first echelon, 3,405 men, led by Colonel James Gavin, commander of the 505th Regimental Combat Team, boarded 226 C-47 transport aircraft of the 52nd Troop Carrier Wing, and took off from the Kairouan area airfields, forming up in formation and heading toward Sicily. In order to cope with any unforeseen circumstances that might arise, all the paratroopers wore life vests, changing into their parachute harnesses only just before reaching the airspace over Sicily. Because the pilots lacked night-flying experience and were unaccustomed to using radio communications, and given the poor weather conditions, they faced great difficulties; some lead navigators were flying their first-ever airborne mission, causing part of the transport formation to drift off course, flying to the eastern coast of Sicily. After the Italian forces detected the transport-aircraft formation, their anti-aircraft artillery opened dense, fierce fire, and shell fragments pierced through several aircraft. The pilots, momentarily flustered, flew back and forth several times over the sea near Sicily searching for the drop zone landmarks; the paratroopers aboard, who had already been thoroughly prepared, likewise could not find the designated drop location and did not dare to jump rashly out the door. This back-and-forth searching lasted nearly an hour, and, as a result, 8 transport aircraft were shot down, 10 were damaged, and 3 lost their way and returned to their airfield of departure. It was not until 00:30 on the 10th, under Gavin’s command, that the paratroopers, disregarding whether or not they were at the predetermined drop zone, jumped out of the aircraft one after another. By 02:00, the entire first echelon of the 82nd Division had completed its drop.

Because of the high wind speeds, some paratroopers, upon landing, were blown into rocks, houses, or trees, causing heavy casualties. The paratroopers were scattered across an extremely wide area, with more than 20 drop points recorded, the farthest of which was more than 80 kilometers from the intended target. Colonel Gavin’s own landing point was 45 kilometers from the target, with only five paratroopers within the surrounding area — this left him unable to convince himself that he had actually landed on Sicily at all. Unable to locate a radio operator, he lost contact with both his superiors and his subordinates.

The airborne operational order had required that, even if the drop location was mistaken, paratroopers were not permitted to return, and should instead fight wherever they had landed. Under circumstances where the pre-planned operational plan could not be carried out, they had no choice but to act according to the actual situation, fighting independently as best they could. Colonel Gavin organized the only five paratroopers he could find into a combat team, gathering additional stragglers as he fought. Within 30 minutes, the number of paratroopers around him had grown to 15, and, by noon, some 200-odd paratroopers had gathered around Gavin at the top of a hill near Biazza. From the afternoon onward, they held firm at Biazza for 11 days and nights straight. At this time, a German armored unit and an infantry battalion, preparing to counterattack the American forces landing from the sea, happened to pass through this area en route from Biscari, and launched a fierce assault against Gavin’s position. Gavin made full use of the favorable terrain to put up a stubborn resistance, repelling several German assaults, and destroying more than 50 German tanks, in the process blunting the German advance and buying precious time for the landing forces to come ashore. Gavin’s unit paid a price of more than 50 dead and a great many more wounded for this effort.

The 82nd Division’s first echelon had only the 3rd Battalion of the 505th Regiment, with about 100 men from a single company, land at the predetermined location. After landing, they first seized the high ground controlling the roads on either side of Niscemi—Gela, and, because of insufficient strength, were unable to stop or resist the rapid German advance toward Gela; they could only harass and delay the German advance by dividing their strength into small groups.

At 02:45 on the 10th, the American 7th Army’s vanguard unit, the 1st Division, landed at Gela, and, far in the rear, the commander of the American 7th Army, Patton, upon seeing that the drop of the vanguard unit, the 505th, had not gone as planned, urgently ordered a second echelon, the 504th Regiment, to be dropped near Farello Airfield on the night of the 11th, in order to reinforce the 7th Army’s landing operation. That night, the 504th Regiment, led into the air by Colonel Reuben Tucker, boarded 144 C-47 transport aircraft of the 52nd Troop Carrier Wing and flew toward Sicily.

Just before the 504th’s airborne drop, the American 7th Army and Navy had received a notification stating that German aircraft might carry out an airborne raid on the area that very night. But the joint-campaign command organ failed to relay this information about the 504th’s own airborne operation and its identifying markers to the other services in time, and when the 504th’s transport-aircraft formation flew over the friendly naval and ground forces, they mistakenly believed them to be German aircraft launching an airborne raid, and panicked and opened fire on their own aircraft. At 22:40, apart from a group of two aircraft that dropped their paratroopers accurately at Farello Airfield and the nearby area, the remaining transport aircraft, 23 were shot down, 37 were damaged, and 8 more turned back and scattered on their way to the drop zone, returning to their departure airfields; 76 aircraft were forced to scatter and fly at low altitude, dropping their paratroopers over a broad area east of Farello Airfield. During the descent, these paratroopers again came under fire from their own friendly forces already ashore. Landing in the airfield area, paratroopers from the 504th and the 505th, along with some scattered personnel, gathered together and advanced northward on the 12th. On the 15th, the 82nd Division was ordered to withdraw from combat; upon a headcount, of its original 5,500 men, only 3,023 remained.



(2) The Operations of the British 1st Airborne Division

From 18:42 to 20:20 on July 9, the British 1st Division’s first echelon of airlanding troops, the 1st Brigade, numbering 2,000 men, led by Brigadier Philip Hicks, boarded 144 gliders and took off in succession, towed by transport aircraft, from bases on Tunisia and Sousse, heading toward Sicily. But because of mechanical failures, only 137 aircraft actually got airborne. The gliders adopted a loose formation while under tow by the transport aircraft. According to the operational plan, the transport aircraft were to release the gliders about 2,700 meters from the Sicilian coast, at an altitude of 3,000 meters. But because of poor weather, and in order to avoid early detection by German radar, they instead flew at low altitude, and, as they approached Sicily, had not yet climbed to the altitude needed for proper release. Under conditions of wind speeds reaching 15 meters per second, 69 gliders, not yet having glided to shore, plunged directly into the sea, causing the deaths of 605 airlanding troops aboard. The 1st Brigade’s commander, Hicks, whose own glider also came down in the sea, had not yet sunk when he managed to climb out onto the wing;

he was rescued by a special landing craft and taken ashore, arriving at his predetermined airborne objective — the Ponte Grande bridge — 24 hours later, to take command of the fighting there. The rest of the gliders had great difficulty crossing the sea to reach the airspace over Sicily; of 22 gliders that landed within 1,600 meters of the target zone, only 2 actually landed precisely at the designated point — near the Ponte Grande bridge. A considerable number of the gliders that landed near the predetermined zone were damaged upon landing. Landing near the 2 gliders that came down at the predetermined location, under the command of Lieutenant Lathbury, British troops swiftly and effectively organized a defense, seizing the bridge from Italian forces, and continued to fight on. By dawn on the 10th, nearly 100 more men had joined the defense. The brigade’s deputy commander, Lieutenant Colonel Walch, arrived and immediately organized the airborne troops into combat formation, and, together with the Italian coastal defense force and German tank units, fought a fierce battle to the death. But ultimately, their strength proved too disparate, and, with ammunition nearly exhausted, at 16:00 on the 10th, the bridge fell once more into Italian hands. Thirty minutes later, when the landing forces of the British 5th Infantry Division arrived on time, they coordinated with Lieutenant Colonel Walch’s forces to recapture the bridge and hold it firmly in their grasp. As the landing forces of the 8th Army’s main force passed through, all the officers and men cast admiring glances at the airborne troops.

The Ponte Primosole bridge, located over a major river 40 kilometers north of Syracuse on the eastern coast of Sicily, was a critical crossing on the route the British 8th Army needed to take in its advance in depth. At the start of the battle, several elite Italian battalions, commanded by the veteran officer Schmalz, along with reinforcements from the Naxos and Hermann Göring Panzer Divisions, defended this area. On the night of the 12th, when the British 8th Army occupied the southeastern part of Sicily, in order to guarantee that the main strength of the army group could rapidly cross this river and press northward, Montgomery assigned the mission of seizing the Ponte Primosole bridge to the airborne 1st Brigade.

At 19:00 on the 13th, the airborne 1st Brigade, under the command of Brigadier Gerald Lathbury, along with 1,856 paratroopers, 18 jeeps, and 15 anti-tank guns, boarded 135 transport aircraft and 19 gliders, taking off from Sousse airfield in Tunisia, heading toward Sicily. To avoid repeatedly coming under friendly fire, the transport aircraft changed course five times during their flight over the sea. Despite this, because of poor coordination, the joint-campaign command organ again failed to notify the navy and ground forces of the 1st Brigade’s airborne movements in time, and, as the transport-aircraft formation flew over the airspace southeast of Sicily, they were once again mistakenly fired upon by friendly naval vessels, causing 11 transport aircraft to be shot down on the spot, throwing the entire formation into confusion, and forcing an additional 27 aircraft to turn back because of mechanical failure or losing their way. The remaining transport aircraft continued on toward the airspace over Sicily, where they also came under enemy ground artillery fire; 3 aircraft were shot down, 35 aircraft were damaged, and, because of damage, 8 gliders were unable to be towed, and 4 more that did land came down within enemy-held territory and were destroyed. The airborne troops were scattered widely across the ground, landing in the Simeto River delta and near Mount Etna, and only 200-odd airborne troops actually landed at their designated location. By 01:00 on the 14th, the landed airborne troops had gathered together, with about 100 men beginning to move toward the Ponte Primosole bridge; en route, another 50 more joined their ranks. At 04:00, the airborne troops arrived near the bridge and began their assault. Just before this, German forces, in order to ensure the safety of the bridge, had airdropped part of their own strength to the bridge a few hours earlier, leading to a fierce clash between German and British airborne forces near the bridge. Because the British airborne forces held a numerical superiority, they gained the upper hand, driving off the German airborne troops, occupying the bridge, and positioning three artillery pieces at the bridge. At 14:00 on the 14th, German air force units began a counterattack against the British forces; the German tank division, an Italian infantry division, and coastal defense units, each committing part of their strength, launched a pincer attack against the British bridge-defending forces from the north. Fighting continued back and forth at 18:00, with the bridge changing hands repeatedly; the British 1st Airborne Brigade suffered heavy casualties, and, after holding out for two days, was finally forced to abandon the bridge. On the 16th, the vanguard units of the British 8th Army advanced to the bridge, and, in coordination with the airborne forces, once again recaptured it, ensuring the smooth passage of the main force. On the 16th, the British 1st Airborne Division was ordered to withdraw from combat; upon a headcount, of its original 5,000 men, only 2,500 remained.

By August 17, both the American and British army groups had entered Messina simultaneously, and the 160,000-strong garrison force on the island (of which 140,000 were Italian) was entirely annihilated, and the Allies achieved victory in the landing campaign.





III. Analysis

In the Anglo-American Allied landing campaign against Sicily, division- and brigade-scale airborne forces were employed for the first time, conducting shallow-depth airborne operations in direct coordination with the landing forces — an outstanding and instructive experience, offering valuable lessons for future airborne operations, and a classic case study worthy of research and reference.


(1) Concealing the campaign’s intentions to achieve surprise in the airborne operation

In order to achieve the effect of striking the enemy by surprise, catching them unprepared in the landing operation, the Allied forces adopted a deceptive strategy against the enemy, using a fake corpse dressed as a British landing craft specialist, carrying with it forged letters and documents suggesting the Allied forces planned to attack Sardinia rather than Sicily, causing German-Italian forces to misjudge the primary Allied objective and adjust their force deployment accordingly. In addition, because of pilot skill and weather-related issues during the airborne operation, the paratroopers ended up scattered across a broad area in the southern part of Sicily. Objectively speaking, this also made it difficult for German-Italian forces to determine the true extent of the Allied airborne strength and its operational intentions, mistakenly concluding it was a counter-landing decision made after the landing had already occurred, which, to a certain degree, pinned down German-Italian counter-landing strength, buying precious time for the airborne troops to coordinate with the landing forces, successfully and safely coming ashore and seizing objectives deep in the shallow-depth area, achieving the campaign combat objective of the airborne forces coordinating with the landing forces to achieve surprise.



(2) Resolutely carrying out orders, essentially achieving the objectives of the airborne operation

After the American airborne 505th Regiment landed, its commander, Colonel Gavin, quickly rallied scattered personnel around his landing site, and fought on, resolutely carrying out the airborne operational order, and, at enormous sacrifice, resisted an enemy force many times its own strength, ultimately forcing the enemy to abandon its offensive plan and guaranteeing the safe landing of the invasion force. Actual combat proved that, in the two directions where the landing forces came ashore, they essentially encountered no significant resistance during their landing, and the airborne forces played a critical role in this.



(3) Inadequate joint command, and poor coordination between the different branches of service, caused heavy casualties

Airborne operations are joint operations, and the coordination between airborne operational actions and the actions of every other branch of service participating in the campaign is critically important; each branch of service needs to closely coordinate with and support one another. Therefore, under the joint campaign command organ, an authoritative airborne campaign command structure should be established, to exercise unified command over airborne operations and to closely coordinate them with the other branches involved. However, in this airborne campaign, although preparations for the campaign had already drawn up an airborne operational plan, because command authority for the two airborne divisions was divided between two separate army groups (the 7th Army and the 8th Army), this made it extremely difficult to organize unified coordination of the airborne forces on the campaign level, and revealed obvious gaps in coordination between the airborne troops and the navy. In the course of the campaign, the airborne forces were repeatedly mistakenly fired upon by their own side, which speaks to precisely this problem. In particular, when the 82nd Division’s second echelon came under friendly fire, the joint campaign command should have drawn a lesson from this and made timely adjustments, yet the British 1st Division’s second echelon suffered the very same friendly-fire incident. It can thus be seen that, at the time, the Allied high command’s direction of the airborne operation was not sufficiently rigorous, and coordination between the different branches of service was inadequate.



(4) Inadequate weather support severely weakened the effectiveness of the airborne operation

Complex weather conditions can affect the effectiveness of an airborne operation — for example, excessively low or excessively thick cloud cover will affect the pilots’ and paratroopers’ ground observation, making it difficult for them to accurately identify the specific location of the drop zone, while rainy or snowy weather will affect the normal deployment of parachutes, and excessively strong winds will accelerate the horizontal and vertical drift speed of parachutes — all of which can jeopardize the safety of paratroopers and their combat effectiveness after landing. Therefore, accurate and timely weather support, and attention to avoiding the adverse effects of bad weather, are necessary conditions for preserving the combat effectiveness of airborne operations. Under the meteorological support conditions of the time, it was very difficult to accurately determine the weather a month in advance for a particular day, but the Allied forces had fixed the date of the airborne operation back in June, and on the night the airborne operation was actually carried out (July 9), wind speeds had already reached 15 meters per second. The command organ, knowing that the maximum wind speed under which paratroopers could generally jump safely should not exceed 12 meters per second, nonetheless decided to force the airborne operation to proceed, with the result that a considerable number of paratroopers were killed or injured during the airborne descent because of the strong winds, and, once landed, found it difficult to gather together and concentrate their forces, weakening the overall combat effectiveness of the airborne operation.



(5) Inadequate air cover and support led to a heavy price paid in the airborne operation

Providing powerful cover and fire support for airborne troops is an important condition for achieving the objectives of an airborne operation. In the course of airlift transport, bombers and ground-attack aircraft must be concentrated to deliver focused strikes against the enemy, destroying the enemy’s anti-aircraft defensive strength, and fighter aircraft must be organized to provide continuous escort, creating a favorable air-and-ground battlefield environment for the airborne forces. But in this airborne campaign, the American and British Allied forces organized neither fighter escort nor bombers and ground-attack aircraft to provide air-fire preparation and support for the airborne drop zone. This was partly because of the limited combat radius of the Allied aircraft, and partly also because insufficient importance was given to the necessity of securing command of the air for the airborne operation. At the time, the Allied forces committed all of the more than 3,000 fighters participating in the campaign entirely to supporting the landing forces coming ashore, leaving the airborne troops, once landed, to fight alone, without command of the air and without fire support. Although they accomplished some of their assigned tasks, they paid an extremely heavy price for it in the process.





Chapter 94: The Anglo-American Airborne Operation at Arnhem

(September 17–27, 1944)

In September 1944, after American and British forces achieved success in the Normandy landings, they rapidly swept across France and Belgium, advancing toward Germany’s western border, as the German defensive line was on the verge of complete collapse. In order to successfully cross the Rhine, many Allied commanding officers believed that all it would take was one bold, unexpected strike to open the road to Berlin and swiftly bring the war to an end. And so, in a mood of self-confidence and euphoric triumph, the Allies carried out an airborne assault of unprecedented scale — Operation Market Garden — whose primary objective was directed at the Rhine bridge at Arnhem. This airborne campaign was the largest airborne operation of the Second World War, or indeed of any war before or since; the campaign’s objectives were essentially not achieved, and the airborne forces suffered enormous losses. Analyzing the lessons of this defeat holds important significance for our own future airborne operations and counter-airborne operations.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

In the summer and autumn of 1944, German forces suffered repeated defeats on both the eastern and western fronts. On the eastern front, Soviet forces drove German forces out of Soviet territory, pushing them back to the line of East Prussia and the Vistula River in Poland. On the western front, ever since the failure of the Normandy defense, German forces had successively lost France, Luxembourg, and most of Belgium, and were forced to withdraw their forces to the Siegfried Line near the German border. In the central portion of the Siegfried Line, the areas of the Netherlands and Belgium under German defensive responsibility fell to Army Group B, commanded by Field Marshal Walter Model, headquartered in the Dutch city of Arnhem.

After the American-British Allied forces achieved success in the Normandy landing campaign, Dwight Eisenhower reorganized the command structure; Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery took direct command of the 21st Army Group, while the two American army groups were organized into the 12th Army Group, commanded by Omar Bradley. Both army groups advanced rapidly, developing their offensive in depth, liberating Paris by the end of August, and, by mid-September, had advanced to Belfort, Nancy, Metz, Lille, Antwerp, and Ghent, launching a frontal assault against the Siegfried Line — but without success. At this time, the Allies’ rear support bases remained in Britain, and because the supply lines had grown too extended, this caused serious resupply difficulties, seriously affecting the Allied advance.

In early September, the Allies decided to concentrate the main strength of the 21st Army Group, first breaking through German defenses along a front roughly 80 kilometers wide, between Antwerp and Maastricht, forcing crossings over the Meuse, Waal, and Lower Rhine rivers, and then launching a main assault on the North German Plain to the east. The date set for the campaign to begin was 15:00 on September 17. This plan was codenamed “Market Garden.”

On August 16, 1944, the Allies established the 1st Airborne Army, directly subordinate to Allied Supreme Headquarters, to unify command of airborne operations, with American Lieutenant General Lewis Brereton serving as commander-in-chief, and British Lieutenant General Frederick Browning serving as deputy commander-in-chief, primarily responsible for directing airborne ground combat operations and coordination. In this airborne campaign, the primary force employed was the 1st Airborne Army.

The American-British Allied plan of operations: the American-British Allied forces planned to use the 1st Airborne Army — including the American 82nd and 101st Airborne Divisions, the British 1st Airborne Division, and the Polish 1st Airborne Brigade — in coordination with the British 2nd Army Group’s ground offensive, carrying out a “carpet-style” airborne assault from south to north, dropping successively along a narrow corridor more than 100 kilometers long, running through the Eindhoven, Nijmegen, and Arnhem areas, seizing control of the bridges and river crossings along the 2nd Army Group’s primary axis of advance, in order to ensure the smooth passage of the 21st Army Group as it broke through German defenses along the 80-kilometer front near Antwerp, and forced crossings over the Meuse, Waal, and Lower Rhine rivers, and captured Arnhem, securing the 21st Army Group’s ability to press its main assault toward the North German Plain, achieving the goal of pushing German forces back to Berlin.

The German plan of operations: having suffered repeated crushing defeats on both the eastern and western fronts, and, under the pressure of having to draw troops from the home islands and occupied territories to stabilize the eastern front’s defenses and resist the Soviet advance, Germany planned to withdraw its forces on the western front to the Siegfried Line near the German border, reorganizing them into Army Groups B, C, and H, with Field Marshal Model’s Army Group B deployed within Dutch and Belgian territory, taking on defensive responsibility, in an attempt to rely on fortified terrain to achieve the goal of blocking the American-British advance.

Comparison of the two sides’ forces: the American-British Allied airborne force strength consisted of the 1st Airborne Army, under whose command were the American 82nd and 101st Divisions, the British 1st Airborne Division, and the Polish 1st Airborne Brigade, totaling more than 35,000 men, with more than 6,150 combat aircraft of various types (of which 1,600 were transport aircraft and 1,650 were gliders), concentrated at 24 airfields in central and northern Britain. German forces’ main strength consisted of Army Group B (comprising the 15th Army Group and the newly reorganized 1st Parachute Army), with 9 divisions and 2 battle groups; this army group’s personnel and equipment were both markedly deficient, at only about 50% of full strength. In addition, the German 2nd Panzer Corps (commanding two divisions, the 9th and 10th), the 107th Panzer Brigade, the 9th Infantry Division, and four infantry divisions, totaling 96,000 men (of which about 3,000 were paratroopers, and 7,000 were armored troops), were deployed in the Arnhem area.




II. Course of the Battle

From 09:30 to 11:30 on the 17th, 852 B-17 bombers of the American 8th Air Force, escorted by 147 P-51 fighters, bombed 110 German military targets (mostly anti-aircraft artillery positions) along two north-south flight corridors. At the same time, the British 2nd Air Force dispatched 100 bombers to bomb German forward strongpoints and coastal defense fortifications. In the final stage of the aerial-firepower preparation, the British 2nd Air Force dispatched more than 120 bombers to strike German reserve forces at Nijmegen and Arnhem and the area northwest of it.

At 12:30 on the 17th, pathfinder teams first boarded 18 transport aircraft to conduct an airborne drop in the predetermined area, marking out the drop zones. Afterward, escorted by 2,300-odd bombers and fighters, 1,511 transport aircraft and 450 gliders, carrying 21,000 paratroopers along with 511 vehicles, 330 artillery pieces, and 590 tons of combat materiel, flew toward the Netherlands.

At 14:30, the frontal forces of the British 2nd Army Group, supported by 600-odd aircraft and 3,000 artillery pieces, launched their offensive against German forces.


(1) The Airborne Operations of the American 101st Division

The 101st Division’s first echelon, 6,685 men, led by division commander Major General Maxwell Taylor, boarded 436 C-47 transport aircraft and 70 gliders, timing their arrival over the drop zone precisely as planned. Major General Taylor stood in the aircraft doorway, observing the 24-kilometer stretch of road between Eindhoven and Veghel that his division had been assigned to capture. The drop zone consisted of low-lying, flat terrain, mostly marshy and damp, with dense marshland, allowing vehicles to travel only along the roadways. At 14:30, three airborne regiments dropped, respectively, in the Eindhoven, Son, Best, and Veghel areas, at an altitude of 150 meters, with 99% of the paratroopers landing safely. After landing, the paratroopers encountered only light German resistance.

The 501st Regiment, commanded by Colonel Howard Johnson, apart from one battalion that landed 8,000 meters off the intended drop zone, landed within the drop zone as planned. After landing, this regiment repelled a German counterattack, and, before dusk, captured the highway bridge over the Wilhelmina Canal near Veghel.

The 502nd Regiment, commanded by Colonel John Michaelis, landed smoothly at the predetermined location, and, without a fight, captured the highway bridge over the Wilhelmina Canal near Son and Best before the battle even began.

The 506th Regiment, commanded by Colonel Robert Sink, landed near Son, though German forces managed to demolish the bridge into the town before this regiment’s arrival, forcing this unit to seize the town by attack. Before dusk, the regiment secured four bridges at Eindhoven, and pressed on before nightfall to the southern bank of the Wilhelmina Canal.

At 12:00 on the 18th, the vanguard unit of the British 30th Corps linked up with this division, and, at 13:00, this division captured several key objectives north of Eindhoven.

At 16:00 on the 18th, the airlanding infantry’s 327th Regiment, totaling 2,579 men, along with 150 jeeps and 109 trailers, boarded 450 gliders, and landed near the airfield secured by the 502nd Regiment. Because of poor weather, 172 gliders were forced down en route, with heavy casualties among the personnel and equipment aboard. Afterward, 122 B-24 bombers dropped 243 tons of supplies to the division, but only 20% of it was successfully recovered. Taylor organized the 327th Regiment and the 502nd Regiment into a special task force, placing it under the command of the deputy division commander, Brigadier General Anthony McAuliffe, to sweep the areas on both sides of the road, clearing away German forces. By dusk, this task force, in coordination with the British Guards Armored Division, had opened a corridor several miles wide with clear passage. By the 19th, the task force had killed 300 and captured 1,400 enemy troops, and, apart from leaving the 506th Regiment to defend Son, dispersed its remaining forces to hold key points along the road from Eindhoven to Veghel, guaranteeing the road’s passage.

In the evening of the 19th, General Heinz Harmel’s German 107th Panzer Brigade counterattacked Veghel from the north. Although the 506th Regiment fought heroically, it found it difficult to hold back the German advance, and, just as the 506th Regiment was suffering heavy casualties and in danger of losing its position, the division commander, Taylor, personally led reinforcements to the scene, driving back the German forces and restoring the defensive posture.

At dawn on the 20th, German forces counterattacked once more from Veghel; the British Guards Armored Division, in coordination with the 101st, drove the German forces back, consolidating the area already held, and guaranteeing that the 30th Corps could cross the Wilhelmina Canal and the Zuid-Willemsvaart canal. After this, this division immediately took over the defense of the narrow corridor from Eindhoven to Veghel.

On the 21st, the commander of the 501st Regiment’s 1st Battalion, Colonel Robert Kinnard, received a report that, in an area 6,000 meters west of Veghel, a German force was concentrating. Kinnard decided to eliminate this German force. At 22:00, Kinnard led two companies toward the German concentration point under cover of night, ordering the 1st Company to serve as the main assault, the 2nd Company to assist, and the 3rd Company to serve as the reserve. Each company reached its designated position and launched its attack simultaneously. After an hour of fighting, the 1st Battalion had wiped out the enemy entirely, taking 418 German soldiers prisoner. On the 25th, a German brigade-strength force launched a fierce attack against Veghel Bridge; the 1st Battalion, on a sand dune 12 meters high, fought hand-to-hand combat, and, after several hours of intense fighting, repelled the German attack.

Over the following several days, the 101st Division held firm to the road from Eindhoven to Veghel, essentially ensuring the road remained passable.



(2) The Airborne Operations of the American 82nd Division

At 12:30 on the 17th, the 82nd Division’s three regiments, totaling 7,477 men, boarded 482 C-47 transport aircraft and 50 gliders, and took off from airfields in Britain. The corps deputy commander, Major General James Gavin, accompanied the 82nd Division’s operations, jumping together with division commander Major General Matthew Ridgway. At 14:30, the division’s three regiments dropped in the area between Mook, Wyler, and Nijmegen, at an altitude of 150 meters. After landing, the 504th and 505th Regiments encountered only light German resistance. By dusk, the 504th Regiment had captured the bridges over the Meuse and Maas-Waal Canal near Grave. The 505th Regiment seized the Groesbeek Heights, and immediately organized a defense there. The 508th Regiment engaged German forces, and, as it approached the city of Nijmegen, came under

fierce German fire, and sustained fairly heavy casualties. By dusk, Gavin ordered the 508th Regiment to seize the Nijmegen bridge. The 508th Regiment’s commander, Colonel Roy Lindquist, rapidly organized an assault detachment to attack the bridge, but was blocked by fierce German artillery fire, and the assault failed.

At dawn on the 18th, the 508th Regiment’s 1st Battalion once more launched an attack on the Nijmegen bridge, but was again turned back by German forces at a distance of 300 meters from the bridge. For this reason, Lindquist ordered his 2nd Battalion to attack the Germans defending the eastern end of the Hunner Park bridge with one platoon, pinning the German force down from the east, while the main force struck at the Germans from the west, launching a surprise attack against the bridge. At 09:00, German forces redeployed their reserve strength toward the 508th Regiment, threatening the drop zone and the ammunition supply route of the rear echelon that the regiment had been guarding. Because of this, Gavin immediately committed the reserve strength of two engineer companies from the division, reinforcing the 505th Regiment’s defense at Wyler and Berg en Dal heights, while using part of his force to attack the German flank. By 12:00, the drop zone had been recaptured.

At 18:00 on the 18th, the 508th Regiment received a report from the Dutch resistance organization, stating that German forces had installed a detonation device at the bridge near a post office near the bridge; the American reconnaissance team immediately rushed there, eliminated the guards at the post office, and dismantled the detonation device. German forces then reorganized and heavily besieged the post office, launching a desperate assault, attempting to recapture this important point. The 508th’s 3rd Battalion put up a fierce resistance, engaging the enemy for three days and nights, without allowing the German forces to advance a single step further.

At 16:00 on the 18th, the airlanding infantry’s 325th Regiment, commanded by Colonel Charles Billingslea, totaling 1,676 men, arrived over the drop zone. Owing to the influence of weather conditions, 51 gliders were destroyed upon landing, killing 71 personnel. Afterward, 130 B-24 bombers airdropped 260 tons of combat materiel to this division, but only 80% was successfully recovered.

At 09:00 on the 19th, the 82nd Division’s 30th Corps advance guard armored division rendezvoused at the Groesbeek area. At 18:45, the 82nd Division, in coordination with the armored division, pressed forward toward the city of Nijmegen. Because of heavy suppressive German fire, they were unable to reach the Nijmegen bridge. That day the weather turned bad, and of the transport aircraft assigned to carry out the planned follow-on resupply mission of 107 sorties, only 60 gliders actually reached the division. But because of fierce German anti-aircraft fire, only 35 aircraft made it to the division’s drop zone, delivering 71 tons of materiel, of which the division only managed to recover 20%.

At dawn on the 20th, the 82nd Division, in coordination with the armored division, continued its offensive, clearing German forces from the city of Nijmegen, and then advanced on the Nijmegen bridge itself. At 15:00, one company of the 504th Regiment’s 3rd Battalion boarded 33 assault boats, forcing a crossing of the 365-meter-wide Waal River; by 18:00, they had rapidly advanced to seize the northern bridgehead fortifications, launching an assault. At the same time, the armored division launched an attack from the southern bank of the Waal River, coordinating with the 3rd Battalion to attack the bridge from a pincer. By 19:00, the German forces defending the bridge were finally routed, and the Americans captured the Nijmegen bridge.



(3) The Airborne Operations of the British 1st Division

Led by division commander Major General Robert Urquhart, the British 1st Division’s assault echelon — the 1st Airlanding Brigade, the 1st Parachute Brigade, and support units, totaling about 5,000 men — boarded 143 C-47 transport aircraft and 320 gliders, and, at 13:53 on the 17th, dropped in an area 10 kilometers west of Arnhem, completing the drop by 14:08. After landing, Urquhart established his division command post at the edge of the drop zone.

Because pre-battle enemy reconnaissance had been inadequate, the airlanding infantry’s 1st Brigade landed within the deployment area of the German SS Panzer Corps and the German 9th Infantry Division. Just as this brigade was gathering its assembled strength — about 700 men — preparing to organize defense of the drop zone and to guard the arrival of the follow-on echelon, German tanks and infantry launched an assault against this brigade, causing heavy casualties among its personnel and vehicles, and the drop zone was also seized by German forces for the most part.

The airborne 1st Brigade’s landing went comparatively smoothly; Lathbury quickly gathered his forces and advanced toward the Arnhem bridge. En route, they came under counterattack from a German reserve force, and the brigade commander was severely wounded, with a considerable number of personnel casualties. This brigade engaged German forces until 18:00, when the 2nd Battalion, under Lieutenant Colonel John Frost, led 350 paratroopers forward to the railway bridge near the mouth of the IJssel River, attempting to seize this bridge, but were blocked by German artillery and mortar fire, and organized a defense instead.

Because Major General Urquhart lost contact with his superiors and with the airborne 1st Brigade, in his anxiety he had the airlanding infantry’s brigade commander, Philip Hicks, take over command in his stead, while he himself boarded a jeep and rushed toward Arnhem. Because the battlefield situation had deteriorated, he was originally expected to be able to return to the division in two hours, but it was not until 39 hours later that he actually returned, and by the time he re-established his division command post at the drop zone, the drop zone was already essentially lost to heavy German assault.

At 14:00 on the 18th, the British 1st Division’s second echelon — the 4th Parachute Brigade, one battalion of the airlanding infantry’s 1st Brigade, and division headquarters, totaling 2,110 men, along with artillery, vehicles, and other equipment — boarded 126 C-47 transport aircraft and 272 gliders, and dropped in the area west of Arnhem. After the 4th Brigade’s commander, Brigadier John Hackett, landed, discovering that the division commander was not at the command post, he took command on his own authority, but immediately lost contact with the airborne 1st Brigade as well, and the situation became extremely severe. Hackett rapidly gathered together his forces, and, under the escort of the airlanding infantry battalion, advanced toward Arnhem, attempting to reinforce Hackett’s forces, but instead ran into a German counterattack and became heavily encircled. At this point, Hicks ordered the 4th Brigade to redeploy and abandon the effort to fight its way through, but by the time this order reached the units, they had already been split into three separate groups by German forces, and, by the end of the day, the brigade had been essentially wiped out. The severely wounded Hackett was captured, but later managed to escape and make his way back to Allied forces.

Because of poor weather conditions, on this day only 35 bombers managed to airdrop supplies to this division — 87 tons in total, but only 12 tons were actually recovered.

On the 19th, because most of the drop zone had already fallen into German hands, and weather conditions continued to worsen, the Polish parachute brigade’s planned airborne drop on this day had to be canceled. This division could get by on only its own strength for resupply. Because ground-to-air communication was extremely poor, most of the materiel dropped landed within German-held territory, and this division only actually recovered 6% of what was dropped. The pilot Lieutenant David Lord, flying a C-47 transport aircraft that had reached the airspace over Arnhem, was unfortunately struck by German fire. Knowing that his division urgently needed the supplies aboard his aircraft, he flew his burning, trailing-smoke transport aircraft back into the delivery run to complete the drop, and, upon discovering that half the materiel had still not been dropped, immediately flew back into the flight corridor to make a second delivery pass, until the aircraft finally crashed. In these resupply drops, 13 transport aircraft were shot down, and more than 100 were damaged.

At this time, the British 2nd Army Group, tasked with the primary offensive along this direction, came under a German reserve force counterattack, and its progress was slow, unable to reach the pre-planned schedule for linking up with the 1st Division’s own combat zone.

By the 20th, the British 1st Division still remained entirely out of contact with its superiors. Because the weather had still not improved, of the 380 tons of materiel airdropped to this division that day, only 41 tons were actually recovered. By nightfall, this division had been squeezed by German forces into the Oosterbeek forest area, coming under intense artillery bombardment, sustaining heavy casualties.

On the 21st, in order to reinforce the 1st Division, under the command of Brigade Commander Stanisław Sosabowski, the Polish 1st Brigade, with 998 men and 69 tons of materiel, boarded 73 C-47 transport aircraft and 44 gliders, and, at 10:00, dropped in the area northwest of Elst, attempting to seize the Arnhem bridge and relieve the 1st Division. Part of this brigade’s personnel landed near well-fortified German firing positions, and were killed by German forces.

On the 22nd, the already-dropped Polish 1st Brigade linked up with the mixed support force formed of tanks and infantry from the British 43rd Infantry Division, in the Driel area on the southern bank of the Rhine, and, on the night of the 23rd, began forcing a crossing of the Rhine to relieve the 1st Division. Under a tight German blockade of the river, only 250 men managed to cross, reinforcing the 1st Division. The 30th Corps’ vanguard armored unit, having taken heavy losses attempting to break out of Elst, came under fierce anti-tank fire from German forces, and its advance was checked.

On the 25th, in order to prevent the entire annihilation of the 1st Division, Montgomery ordered this division to withdraw southward across the Rhine, rejoining the 30th Corps. That night, the 1st Division, under cover of darkness, began its withdrawal and crossing, discovered by German forces two hours later, who subjected the crossing to intense fire suppression, forcing the British and Polish paratroopers to cross the river amid heavy interdiction. During this, only about 2,400 men, including division commander Major General Urquhart, managed to cross the river safely. Afterward, German forces launched an attack against the more than 6,000 British troops who had not yet managed to cross to the northern bank of the Rhine, and, by the 27th, this unit had been entirely wiped out, with 4,000 of them taken prisoner.

Given that the 1st Division had failed to capture the Arnhem bridge, and given the further error in prewar assessment of German defensive strength, the attacking forces met fierce German resistance, sustained heavy casualties, and were unable to complete their assigned mission as planned. On the 27th, the 21st Army Group, following orders from Supreme Command, transitioned to defense in the area south of the Rhine near Arnhem. With this, “Operation Market Garden” came to an end.

This airborne operation lasted ten days and nights. The Allies committed a combined total of 5,582 transport-aircraft sorties (of which 252 were B-24 bombers flying resupply missions), 2,586 gliders, and more than 7,000 fighter and bomber sorties. A combined 34,786 men were dropped or landed (of which 20,197 were parachuted, and 14,589 landed by glider), along with 568 pieces of artillery, 1,856 vehicles of various types, and 4,773 tons of materiel. Of the three divisions, the British 1st Division suffered the heaviest losses, with 6,462 killed, wounded, or missing. The three divisions together suffered 10,394 casualties and missing, of which the American 82nd Division suffered 1,432 casualties, the American 101st Division suffered 2,110 casualties, the Polish 1st Brigade suffered 378 casualties, and the British 1st Division’s combat strength was so devastated that it could no longer conduct further airborne operations, and was withdrawn back to Britain for reorganization. Of the airdropped supplies, the 101st Division recovered 50%, the 82nd Division recovered 70%, and the British 1st Division recovered only 15%. A combined 142 transport aircraft were shot down and 1,195 were damaged; of the bombers tasked with the resupply drops, 11 were shot down and 70 were damaged, with the aircrews suffering losses of 1,270 dead or missing and 189 wounded.





III. Analysis

In this airborne operation, the American, British, and Polish forces dropped a combined total of 2 divisions and 1 brigade, totaling 34,700-plus men — the largest-scale airborne operation in the history of world warfare up to this point. Under a strategic situation that was extraordinarily favorable to the overall war effort, this campaign should, in principle, have secured a bridgehead near the bridges over the Rhine at Arnhem, expanding on the results already achieved, accelerating the pace of the war. But because it failed to capture the Arnhem bridge, this campaign was, on the whole, an airborne campaign that did not achieve its basic campaign objectives, and can be considered a defeat. It offers those who came after it many profound experiences and lessons, well worth earnest study and reference.


(1) Establishing a unified airborne campaign command organ, achieving relatively good coordination and support in the airborne campaign

With the accumulation of experience in airborne operations, the Allies’ command of airborne operations had also gradually improved. In this airborne campaign, in order to carry out unified command of the airborne campaign, all the airborne troops and transport-aircraft units were organized into a single airborne army, with a commanding officer possessing rich experience in airborne operations designated as the army’s commander. The unity, scientific rigor, and high-level standard of command of the airborne campaign’s command organ ensured effective, highly efficient organization of coordination and support for the airborne campaign. Looking at the course of the airborne campaign, this campaign’s air-transport operations, the coordination between the airborne forces and the air force, and part of the resupply operations in the course of the airborne campaign, were, on the whole, relatively successful.



(2) Errors in the commanding officer’s decision-making, arrogant contempt for the enemy, and inexperience left the airborne forces in a dire situation from the very start of the campaign

In the preparations for the campaign, Eisenhower advocated using the airborne forces to establish a link between the American 1st Army Group and the British 2nd Army Group, along a relatively shallow, narrow frontal corridor, in order to achieve the limited campaign objective of quickly securing the campaign’s success. Field Marshal Montgomery, however, put forward a proposal contrary to this. To this end, Eisenhower specially traveled to Montgomery’s headquarters, attempting to persuade Montgomery to accept his own view, but the stubborn, self-assured Montgomery held firm to his own opinion. Eisenhower, in order to maintain relations between the two countries and their two army groups, was forced to reluctantly agree to Montgomery’s plan. Once the campaign began, the airborne force made the mistaken decision to concentrate the airborne drop along a narrow shallow-line front spanning nearly 100 kilometers in front of the enemy, in a “carpet-style” drop, causing the maximum depth spanned by the drop line to reach 100 kilometers, while the British 1st Division’s own frontal assault strength was extremely thin, and the depth of the airborne troops’ penetration too shallow, leaving the offensive strength weak, insufficient penetration power, and the airborne forces unable to link up with the frontal assault forces in time, suffering heavy losses as a result. The success of the Normandy landing campaign and the campaign to liberate southern France caused the Allied high command to develop a mindset of arrogant contempt for the enemy. In formulating the plan for “Operation Market Garden,” they underestimated the difficulties that lay ahead. Their analysis of the operational preparations and combat potential of the German forces in the Netherlands region was inadequate and inaccurate. They failed to realize that the German Field Marshal Model and the German airborne expert Colonel General Kurt Student had already taken up defensive positions at Arnhem in advance; nor did they realize that Germany had already gathered two SS armored divisions belonging to the German SS Panzer Corps at the Nijmegen and Arnhem areas, and had underestimated the actual defensive strength of the area. At the same time, the Allied high command failed to take some newly obtained intelligence seriously, failing to give it careful consideration and analysis, and dismissing it out of hand. The commander of the British 2nd Army Group, Lieutenant General Brian Horrocks, and the head of British intelligence, Major General Brian Urquhart (a different Urquhart from the division commander), and Eisenhower’s chief of staff, had, before the campaign began, all in turn grasped intelligence reports about the strengthening of German forces in the British airborne drop area, and reported this to Montgomery and Browning, but neither of them took note of it or gave it adequate consideration, ultimately becoming the root cause of the campaign’s failure. The commander of the British 1st Airborne Division, Major General Urquhart, was newly transferred from the army to command this airborne force. Although he showed courage in combat, because he lacked understanding of the special characteristics and basic patterns of airborne operations, and, on top of this, was unfamiliar with his subordinate commanders, this caused a lapse in command of this airborne operation. For example, after the 1st Division’s landing, he did not know that the airborne forces had already fallen into a dire situation, and, instead of organizing his forces to rapidly advance toward their objective, gathered his forces at the drop zone, spreading them out grandly toward their objective, and, along the way, welcoming crowds greeted them, some presenting flowers, some bringing food — and this delay gave German forces valuable time to prepare their counter-airborne response. By the time the unit had barely entered combat, it already found itself completely surrounded by German forces, and was ultimately forced to surrender.



(3) Inadequate campaign preparation, and errors in the selection of airborne drop zones, artificially resulted in the loss of airborne operational capability

The British 1st Division had received only six days to prepare from the time it received the operational plan until the time it was to be launched — this was ample time for the ground forces’ offensive, but was, in fact, quite tight for the preparation of an airborne division’s own operations. In the course of these campaign preparations, the British 1st Division’s commanding officer insisted on placing the airborne drop zone on both sides of the Arnhem bridge, but because of large-caliber anti-aircraft guns positioned near the bridge, they were forced instead to choose a drop zone at Wolfheze, 11 kilometers from the Arnhem bridge, causing the airborne troops, once landed, to still need several more hours of marching before they could reach the bridge, giving German forces valuable time to organize a counterattack and reinforce the bridge’s defense. In the campaign preparations, the Allies neglected preparations for communications, causing communications to fall into chaos once the campaign began, with fighters, bombers, and transport aircraft left to guess and estimate ground conditions on their own to support the fighting and materiel resupply; the airborne units were also unable to communicate with one another, and, in particular, within the 1st Division’s own units, communication broke down entirely, causing separate, independently deployed units to also lose contact with one another, making it impossible to coordinate their advance, and unable to receive air-support cover from fighters. Because of insufficient preparation of transport aircraft, only bombers could be used to airdrop materiel, forcing the airlift operation to be spread over three days. In order to obtain resupply and reinforcements, the campaign was forced to have the two brigades that were to land on the second day specially draw off one brigade solely to guard the drop zone, while only one brigade could be used to press the attack against the objective, on one hand needing to hold the drop zone, and on the other hand also needing to advance toward the Arnhem bridge, several kilometers away, causing the force’s strength to become dispersed.



(4) The campaign’s plan of intentions was disclosed prematurely, allowing German forces to grasp the Allies’ airborne operational plan, and to make thorough, targeted preparations for counter-airborne defense in advance

Just two hours after the airborne assault began, Germany came into possession of a copy of the Allies’ operational orders from a glider that had been shot down by German forces in the Reichswald area. Based on this, German Field Marshal Model rapidly formulated a plan of counterattack: he ordered his forces to hold firm at the Nijmegen bridge, attack the flank of the Allied breakthrough direction, block the airborne forces from linking up with the armored forces, and simultaneously ordered the SS Panzer Corps to annihilate the British 1st Airborne Division in the Arnhem area. An operational order distributed downward to subordinate units — and particularly to individual detachments — should not, in principle, involve the overall picture or the movements of other units or detachments; but Germany’s acquisition, from a glider on the front line of operations, of the Allied operational order caused the airborne campaign’s intentions to be disclosed prematurely, giving German forces advance preparation, and stripping the airborne operation of its element of surprise, ultimately causing the Allied airborne forces to sustain heavy losses.





Chapter 95: The Anglo-American Airborne Operation in the Rhine Crossing Campaign

(March 24, 1945)

In March 1945, the Allies launched the Rhine crossing campaign. In the course of this campaign, American and British forces employed airborne troops to seize river crossings and bridges, ensuring the smooth advance of the frontal forces. This airborne operation, which the Americans referred to as the “Rapid Linkup” airborne operation, was a successful application of “vertical envelopment” tactics, and was a campaign-level airborne operation with distinctive tactical characteristics. It was the Allies’ last airborne operation of the European theater, and was also an extremely successful airborne operation, providing our senior military commanders with a rare and valuable successful example for the study and research of airborne campaigns.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

In January 1945, Soviet forces launched a massive strategic offensive along the entire front against German forces, shattering the German Army Group Center, liberating the whole of Poland and most of Czechoslovakia, advancing to the line of the Oder and Neisse rivers, and seizing bridgeheads on the western banks of these rivers. Its Belorussian 1st Front was, by this point, only 160 kilometers from Berlin. To cope with this dire situation, Germany committed the entirety of its reserve forces to the eastern front, redeploying the great majority of its western-front reserve strength to the eastern front as well. By March 1945, German forces on the western front were left with only 60 severely under-strength and weak-combat-capability divisions to confront the Allies along the Rhine. Seizing this favorable opportunity, and in order to reach Berlin ahead of the Soviets, the Allied high command decided on March 24 that the 21st Army Group, commanded by Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery (comprising the British 2nd Army, commanded by Lieutenant General Miles Dempsey; the American 9th Army, commanded by Lieutenant General William Simpson; and the Canadian 1st Army, commanded by General Harry Crerar), in coordination with airborne forces, would force a crossing of the Rhine in the Wesel area, launching its primary breakthrough thrust eastward, while the 12th Army Group, commanded by General Omar Bradley, positioned in the American Mainz area, would launch a supporting breakthrough thrust northeastward, in order to encircle the German Army Group B forces in the Ruhr region, and then to develop the offensive into the German interior.

In late January, Eisenhower approved the plan for the airborne operation, codenamed “Varsity.” In mid-February, the airborne 18th Corps (commanding the American 17th Airborne Division and the British 6th Airborne Division, under the command of Major General Matthew Ridgway) began preparations for the airborne operation. By mid-March, the two airborne divisions had carried out training in parachuting, glider landing, marksmanship, and tactics. On March 16, the 18th Corps carried out an airborne exercise closely resembling the actual “Varsity” operation. During the exercise, all units carried out their work according to the requirements of the operation, drawing up operational orders and loading plans and other documentation, and each formation dispatched 2 to 3 transport aircraft to test the navigation and communication procedures for the flight. In order to ensure the completion of the air-transport mission, the Allies extended the service hours of their pilots, and drew all their flight instructors into flight-duty roles. On March 8, the Allies confirmed that the Rhine campaign would launch on the 24th, and the airborne operation was set to begin at 10:00 on the 24th.

On the 20th, the two airborne divisions moved separately into their staging areas for the airborne operation, continuing to make preparations for the airborne operation. In order to obtain firsthand information about the airborne operation’s preparations, the commander-in-chief of the American airborne training center, Lieutenant General Elbridge Chapman, and the superintendent of the airborne school, Major General Josiah Polk, both jumped together with the 17th Division.

The American-British Allied plan of operations: the American-British Allied forces planned to use airborne troops in the direction of the British 2nd Army Group’s offensive, in the area northwest of Wesel, to seize the bridges, river crossings, and artillery positions along the Rhine, destroying enemy defenses, ensuring that Montgomery’s 21st Army Group, in the Wesel area, could force a crossing of the Rhine and launch its main breakthrough thrust eastward, and, together with Bradley’s 12th Army Group in encircling the German Army Group B forces in the Ruhr region, then developing the offensive into the German interior, achieving the objective of reaching Berlin ahead of the Soviets.

The German plan of operations: having suffered a massive strategic counteroffensive from Soviet forces, resulting in the shattering of its Army Group Center, and the loss of the entirety of Poland and most of Czechoslovak territory, and having been pushed back to the line of the Oder and Neisse rivers, losing the bridgeheads on their western banks, German forces planned to commit the entirety of their reserve strength to the eastern front, while also redeploying the great majority of the reserve strength positioned along the Rhine on the western front to the eastern front as well, leaving only 60 severely under-strength and weak-combat-capability divisions on the eastern bank of the Rhine, in an attempt to hold the river against the Allies, and thereby block the advance of the Belorussian 1st Front and the American-British forces toward Berlin.

Comparison of the two sides’ forces: the American-British Allied forces committed the 21st Army Group and the American 17th Airborne Division (commanding the 507th and 513th Airborne Regiments, commanded by Major General William Miley) and the British 6th Airborne Division (commanding the 3rd and 5th Airborne Brigades, commanded by Major General Eric Bols), along with 2,700-odd fighters, 1,595 transport aircraft, 2,290 gliders, and 240 B-24 bombers; of these, the American 17th Airborne Division had undergone reorganization and training at Chartres, France, and the British 6th Division had undergone reorganization and training in East Anglia, England, totaling 17,000 men. German forces committed 60 severely under-strength and weak-combat-capability divisions, deployed on the eastern bank of the Rhine.




II. Course of the Battle

At 21:00 on March 23, the vanguard unit of the British 2nd Army Group, the 15th Division, forced a crossing of the Rhine, advancing smoothly. At 04:00 on the 24th, the main forces of the British 2nd Army Group and the American 9th Army forced a crossing of the Rhine, and, by dawn, had secured nine beachheads in the area near Wesel and Rees. And the ground artillery firepower preparation for the airborne drop zone had continued uninterrupted from 21:00 on the 23rd through to the start of the airborne operation on the morning of the 24th.

From 07:00 to 09:30 on the 24th, the 6th Division took off from ten airfields near London, and the 17th Division took off from twelve airfields near Paris, rendezvousing over Brussels according to plan, forming a combined column, then flying on to the assembly point at Wesel. In flight, the transport aircraft formed a triangular formation, and the gliders formed a four-aircraft formation, and, escorted by 2,759 fighters, flew toward the airborne drop zone at an altitude of 600 to 900 meters. After passing through the assembly point, the formation descended in altitude to 150 meters, organizing 18 aerial echelons, entering the drop zone in succession; at 09:50 the airborne drop began, and was completed by 12:40. The British Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, personally observed the airborne operation from the western bank of the Rhine.


(1) The Airborne Operations of the American 17th Division

This division was mostly dropped at its predetermined location, apart from a small portion of personnel who mistakenly landed in the British forces’ drop zone. After landing, they encountered only light German resistance, and, before dusk, seized the Diersfordter Wald hills and the nearby bridges over the IJssel River, linking up with the 1st Assault Brigade of the British 2nd Army Group.

The 507th Regiment, commanded by Colonel Edson Raff, along with reinforcements, totaling 2,479 men, was carried by 181 C-47 transport aircraft, and dropped 1,600 meters northwest of the predetermined drop zone. The 1st Battalion quickly gathered its forces and launched an assault against a German artillery position, capturing five 150mm artillery pieces, killing or wounding 55, and taking 300 prisoners. The 2nd Battalion landed near the predetermined drop zone, and advanced toward the predetermined objective to the southwest, encountering only light resistance; it rapidly seized its intended objective. At 15:00, this battalion linked up with the vanguard unit of the crossing force from the British 2nd Army Group. The 3rd Battalion landed as planned, clearing away the remaining enemy forces in the drop zone; together with the 1st Battalion, it captured the town of Hamminkeln in a bayonet charge, taking more than 500 prisoners, including four generals, and destroying 5 tanks. When the 464th Battalion landed, it came under German fire, and although the entire battalion braved the enemy’s fire while unloading their artillery, they still committed their nine 105mm recoilless rifles into combat, using direct fire to drive off the German forces defending the edges of the drop zone, providing powerful support to the fighting of the airborne troops. By the end of the day, Raff’s airborne regiment had completed its predetermined airborne mission.

The 513th Regiment, commanded by Colonel James Coutts, along with reinforcements, totaling 2,071 men, carrying 64 tons of combat materiel, was carried by 72 C-46 transport aircraft, arriving over the drop zone at 10:20. Because of a navigational error, the entire regiment mistakenly dropped in an area 5,000 meters north of the drop zone, between two German 88mm anti-aircraft-gun positions, sustaining heavy losses. The 1st Battalion’s commander went missing; one intelligence staff officer took over command of the battalion, and part of the battalion’s personnel launched a surprise attack against the predetermined objective. The 2nd Battalion, after fierce fighting, seized the hills northeast of Diersfordt. The 3rd Battalion began by losing its way, and, after correcting its course, launched an attack toward the objective along the IJssel River; at 16:30 it captured the predetermined objective, and, at 17:00, linked up with the 6th Division to the north. Artillery Battalion 466 dropped into the drop zone, and, because it was far from the regiment’s main force, relying on its own strength, entered its predetermined firing position under the command of the battalion commander, Major Kern; within 30 minutes, it had gathered 13 artillery pieces, and provided fire support for the airborne infantry battalion. By 15:00, this battalion, disregarding heavy casualties, took 320 prisoners and captured 18 pieces of artillery. The American airborne training center’s commander-in-chief, Lieutenant General Chapman, and the airborne school superintendent, Major General Polk, landed within this division’s drop zone, and, with the coordination of a glider pilot, launched an attack against a nearby German artillery position, routing this artillery unit. That day, the 513th Regiment captured its predetermined objective, killing 1,152 enemy and destroying 2 German artillery positions, capturing 8 20mm anti-aircraft guns and 10 76mm artillery pieces.

The airlanding infantry’s 194th Regiment, commanded by Colonel James Pierce, and its reinforcing 3 artillery battalions, totaling 4,813 men, along with equipment, were carried in part by 610 C-47 transport aircraft towing 906 gliders, arriving in the predetermined area. After landing, Pierce discovered several German artillery and anti-aircraft-artillery positions near the drop zone, and rapidly gathered his forces, seizing the predetermined objective. By evening, this regiment had repelled several German counterattacks, killing more than 1,000, capturing 46 artillery pieces, and destroying 3 tanks. The artillery battalion attached to this regiment, the 681st, braving dense anti-aircraft fire, landed, with 40 gliders shot down. An hour after landing, this battalion’s six 105mm artillery pieces entered position to provide return fire; at 15:00, three more artillery pieces joined the fighting. That day, this battalion captured two 105mm artillery positions and their crews from the German forces, capturing one 155mm artillery position, killing more than 160 and capturing 1,000 prisoners.

At 13:00, 120 American B-24 bombers dropped 306 tons of resupply materiel to this division, 90% of which was successfully recovered. By 18:00, 51 artillery pieces from various artillery battalions of the 17th Division had been committed to the fighting.



(2) The Airborne Operations of the British 6th Division

This division’s parachute echelon, 3,900 men, was carried by 243 C-47 transport aircraft, and the airborne drop began at 09:51. The division essentially landed at the predetermined drop zone, and, after intense fighting, at 15:00 seized the town of Hamminkeln and the nearby bridges over the IJssel River, linking up with the British 2nd Army Group’s 15th Division.

The 3rd Brigade, commanded by Brigadier James Hill, dropped nine minutes ahead of schedule; the brigade commander was wounded by German fire during the drop, and casualties were heavy. The 8th Battalion gathered its forces together, controlling the drop zone. After this, the 9th Battalion, together with the Canadian 1st Battalion, launched an attack toward their predetermined objective; the 8th Battalion remained at the drop zone as reserve.

The 5th Brigade, commanded by Brigadier Nigel Poett, dropped in the predetermined drop zone. The 12th Battalion landed among German anti-aircraft positions; the battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Darell-Brown, rapidly gathered the entire battalion, and, together with the American troops who had mistakenly landed in this area, launched an attack against the German anti-aircraft artillery position, capturing four 88mm anti-aircraft guns. The 13th Battalion, commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Luard, braving intense German anti-aircraft fire, captured its predetermined objective, together with the scattered personnel of the 513th Regiment.

The airlanding infantry’s 6th Brigade, 3,383 men, along with large quantities of equipment and materiel, was carried by 220 C-47 transport aircraft towing 440 gliders, landing at the predetermined airborne drop zone at 11:55. After landing, this brigade seized the bridges over the IJssel River, and surrounded and captured the town of Hamminkeln.

At 13:00, 120 B-24 bombers dropped 296 tons of resupply materiel to this division, 85% of which was successfully recovered.

By 15:00, the British 6th Division had captured all its predetermined objectives.

Because the airborne forces had quickly linked up with the frontal forces, the airborne 18th Corps canceled the plan for a further airborne drop originally scheduled for the 25th. After this, the two airborne divisions, together with the 21st Army Group, continued their advance. By April 1, they had completed the encirclement of the German Army Group B forces in the Ruhr region; on the 18th, the encircled German forces, 21 divisions totaling 325,000 men, surrendered.

In this airborne operation, the Allies flew a combined total of 1,596 transport-aircraft sorties, 1,348 glider sorties, and 240 bomber sorties, and, over the course of nearly three hours of the airborne drop, dropped a combined 17,000-plus men (of which 8,834 were parachuted and 8,298 landed by aircraft), along with 109 artillery pieces, 1,386 vehicles of various types, and 1,987 tons of materiel; killed more than 8,000 enemy troops, and captured 120 artillery pieces and 26 tanks. In this campaign, the airborne forces suffered 1,979 casualties (of which 901 were American and 1,078 were British); 80 transport aircraft were shot down and 495 were damaged, and 53 gliders were destroyed.





III. Analysis

This was the Allies’ last airborne operation of the European theater. Before this, the Allies had organized airborne operations at Sicily, Arnhem, Normandy, and elsewhere, gaining extensive experience and lessons from large-scale airborne operations, and mastering the characteristics and patterns of campaign-scale airborne operations, making this one of the Allies’ airborne operations with the fewest losses and the best mission completion. Looking at the course of the operation as a whole, there are several points worth our reference.


(1) A thorough plan of operations for the airborne campaign was drawn up, tailored to the enemy’s situation

In the course of preparing for the airborne campaign, the Allies absorbed the lessons of the Arnhem airborne campaign, and, taking a relatively cautious approach to combat operations, drew up a thorough plan of operations for the airborne campaign, tailored to the specific characteristics of the ground operations, air transport, and force support of the airborne campaign. For example, they set the depth of the airborne drop at 8 to 15 kilometers, ensuring that the airborne troops could both receive fire support from friendly ground artillery, and also link up with the frontal forces within a relatively short period of time, avoiding a prolonged period of isolated combat after landing. This plan gave this airborne campaign the characteristics of a tactical-scale airborne operation, in keeping with the actual conditions of the battlefield. In order to ensure that the large formation of aircraft could navigate accurately, given that German air-defense capability was relatively weak, the airborne operation’s timing was chosen during daylight hours; although this incurred a certain degree of losses, it guaranteed the orderly and prompt air transport and drop of the majority of the airborne force, laying the foundation for the campaign’s victory.



(2) Concentrating air-transport capacity, and organizing thorough air-transport support for the airborne operation

In an airborne campaign, airborne forces and the air-transport aviation are like the two wings of an eagle, or the two wheels of a cart; the ground combat capability of the airborne forces and the air-transport delivery capability of the transport-aircraft aviation together constitute the basic strength of an airborne campaign. In order to enable the airborne forces to form a decisive concentration of strength within a relatively short period of time, the Allies, in order to guarantee that each aerial sortie could carry two airborne divisions, concentrated all 1,595 transport aircraft and 2,290 gliders then available in the European theater. To ensure the completion of the campaign mission, the transport aviation carried out intensive flight training, airborne-troop training, and glider-towing training, considerably improving the pilots’ flying skills, and the transport aviation units also underwent reorganization, drawing additional flight instructors from the flight schools to reinforce pilot strength, ensuring that the airborne campaign had ample transport capacity, safe flight routes, and accurate air-drop delivery. In the course of the airborne operation, within a span of three hours, the two airborne divisions were accurately dropped within an area 10 kilometers long and 8 kilometers wide, concentrating their forces and avoiding being defeated piecemeal.



(3) Organizing artillery firepower preparation and support in advance

Providing powerful fire preparation and support for airborne troops is an important condition for achieving the objectives of an airborne operation. Before the airborne troops land, firepower should be concentrated to destroy the enemy’s air-defense equipment in the landing area, annihilating enemy air-defense forces, in order to create a favorable environment for the airborne operation. From March 21 to 23, American and British forces carried out advance firepower preparation against the airborne drop area, flying a combined total of 5,560 bomber and fighter sorties, dropping 15,100 tons of bombs, carrying out focused aerial firepower preparation against German transportation targets, military installations, and effective combat strength in the defensive belt between Arnhem and Wesel, destroying more than 200 railway locations and 2,700 railway vehicles of various types, leaving German forces unable to rapidly maneuver air-defense strength toward the airborne drop area. At 18:00 on the 23rd, the frontal forces’ artillery began direct fire preparation, subjecting the enemy fortifications and heavy weapons positions north and south of Wesel to fierce artillery bombardment, continuing uninterrupted right up until the start of the airborne operation. At dawn, the Allies also dispatched 150 bombers to conduct air raids over German airspace toward Berlin, drawing off German fighters that would otherwise have been used in the Rhine theater. In carrying out the operation, the American-British forces dispatched 2,753 fighters to escort the transport aircraft, and stood ready in the airspace over the airborne drop area, providing powerful support to the airborne operation.



(4) Placing emphasis on logistical support for the airborne operation

Logistical support for an airborne campaign involves many points spread across a wide area, and its support is complex; the quality of this logistical support directly affects the success or failure of the airborne campaign. It is necessary to focus on the primary direction and the needs of the main mission, promptly resupplying materiel and ammunition, in order to ensure the smooth completion of the combat mission. In this airborne operation, the Allies focused on improving the airborne troops’ mobility, assault capability, and sustained combat capability; the airborne 18th Corps’ accompanying units airdropped 1,386 vehicles of various types and 109 artillery pieces, along with 1,987 tons of materiel. Of the vehicles and artillery pieces airdropped, 60% to 70% were successfully gathered and put into use in combat operations, effectively improving the airborne forces’ capacity for sustained combat operations.





Chapter 96: The Chinese People’s Volunteer Army’s Defeat of the US Air Force’s “Strangulation Campaign”

(August 1951 – May 1952)

By June 1951, the War to Resist U.S. Aggression and Aid Korea had progressed to the point that the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army and the Korean People’s Army had already annihilated more than 230,000 troops of the American-led “United Nations Forces” and the South Korean puppet army, driving the enemy back from the Yalu River to the 38th parallel, and stabilizing the front line near the 38th parallel; the war had entered a phase of stalemate.

After five consecutive campaigns of fighting in the Korean War, the balance of strength between the two sides had grown closer to even. The ratio of infantry strength between our own and enemy forces stood at 1:1.6. But in terms of technical equipment, the disparity remained stark: our forces possessed only a small number of tanks and aircraft, and the quality and quantity of artillery also lagged far behind; command of the air and command of the sea remained entirely in enemy hands.

Although the American-led “United Nations Forces” held an absolute advantage in technical equipment, they lacked sufficient troop strength, and had insufficient reserve forces; and Britain, France, and other allied nations were even more reluctant to send further reinforcements to Korea. Facing a Chinese and Korean army that had already formed a solid line of defense over several months, the enemy, even with their existing troop strength, could no longer simply drive straight ahead as they had at the beginning of the war; even if they managed to break through some portion of our defensive line, they would find themselves unable to achieve any deep penetration.

Although our infantry held a considerable advantage, our artillery, armor, and logistical support remained inadequate, and, because our equipment was inferior, our forces’ mobility and materiel supply remained subject to severe constraints, making it difficult for us to organize any large-scale offensive operation. The two sides thus reached a “stalemate.”

On June 23, 1951, the Soviet Union’s representative to the United Nations, Jacob Malik, put forward a proposal that “the parties to the conflict should discuss a ceasefire and armistice.” On June 30, the United States agreed to hold armistice talks. On July 1, the North Korean and Chinese sides likewise agreed to dispatch representatives to meet with the American side. After negotiation between representatives of both sides, it was agreed that armistice talks would begin on July 10. Once the armistice talks began, the battlefield situation gradually eased, and the front lines grew relatively more stable. The military actions of both sides mostly consisted of small-unit reconnaissance-in-force operations, with the front lines running roughly along a line from Imjin-gang in the west, through Cheorwon, Kumhwa, Wontong-ri, Wolsan-ri, and Sacheon-ri to the eastern coast.

The American plan of operations: in order to exert pressure on the Chinese and North Korean side during the armistice talks, forcing them into submission, the United States planned to have the 5th Air Force bomb the railway lines in the western part of North Korea; the far-eastern naval air arm would bomb the transverse railway line from Wonsan to Yangdeok, and the North Korean eastern coastal region’s transverse railway line running from Kilju through Wonsan to Pyongyang; the far-eastern bomber command headquarters would bomb the major railway bridges at Pyongyang, Sunchon, Sinanju, and Sonchon; and the 5th Air Force’s light bombers would focus their attacks against trucks along the highways. Concentrating the use of air power along the railway lines, the United States formulated its “Strangulation” plan, attempting, within 90 days, to bring “the railway transport system to a state of complete paralysis,” achieving the goal of striking and obstructing the important military bases we had built up, cutting off our supply lines, hindering our preparations for large-scale positional warfare, and influencing the outcome of the armistice talks.

The Volunteer Army’s plan of operations for air defense: the Volunteer Army had, early on, prepared to conduct armistice talks alongside the enemy, and had made a thorough assessment of the situation and enemy intentions that might emerge once the armistice talks began, deeply understanding that the enemy, having encountered grave difficulties in the war, was forced to seek peace, though this did not mean the enemy’s aggressive nature had changed, and that, during the talks, the enemy might well play various treacherous tricks, launching sudden strikes against us, and that the armistice talks were likely to be extremely difficult and full of twists and turns. Accordingly, the Volunteer Army resolved to adhere to its established strategic principle of “protracted warfare, active defense.” After the armistice talks began, on one hand it actively struck the enemy’s harassing activities, protecting the construction of our defensive positions, and preparing to smash any enemy offensive at any moment; on the other hand it actively made all necessary preparations for conducting campaign-level air strikes against the enemy, ready to launch campaign counterattacks at any time, smashing the enemy’s “Strangulation” plan and securing a favorable position in the talks.

Comparison of the two sides’ forces: the American ground forces committed a total strength of 690,000 men, with more than 1,670 combat aircraft (mainly consisting of B-29 bombers, F-86 fighters, and F-84 fighter-bombers), 1,130 tanks, and 3,560 artillery pieces. Of these, the 5th Air Force was mainly deployed in the southern part of the Korean peninsula. The Chinese and North Korean ground forces committed a total strength of 1.12 million men, with more than 500 combat aircraft (mainly MiG-15 fighters and Tu-2 bombers), plus 14 anti-aircraft-artillery divisions and another 64 battalions participating. Of these, the air force’s combat aircraft were deployed in the northern part of the Korean peninsula and in Northeast China’s Andong (present-day Dandong) area.




II. Course of the Battle


Phase One (mid-August – late August 1951)

The United States concentrated 70% of its air strength, with each fighter-bomber wing typically flying two large-formation sorties per day of 32 to 64 aircraft each, carrying out continuous, day-and-night bombing raids against railways and highways in northern Korea.

The first targets struck were the railway bridges and junctions along the Cheongcheon, Sokju, and Guryongho rivers, and the railways and railway stations at Sinuiju, Sonchon, and Kwaksan, struck one after another. By day, American fighter-bombers strafed vehicles waiting to move and stockpiled materiel, obstructing traffic; by night, they used light bombers to search for targets along the highways, strafing any personnel and vehicles they detected along the roads with machine-gun fire. Because of the continuous American day-and-night bombing raids, Volunteer Army railway and highway transport fell into a state of complete or partial paralysis, causing considerable losses in personnel and materiel.

In order to stop the American air raids, and to protect the safe transport of materiel against enemy bombing, the Volunteer Army adopted two measures in its air-defense operations: first, it increased air-defense sentry posts, guaranteeing transport safety. In March 1951, the 1st and 3rd Rear Services Sub-Commands established air-defense sentry posts along the highways, used to monitor enemy aircraft and issue air-raid warnings in time. The Chinese-Korean Allied Command promptly summarized and promoted this experience. After the enemy began its “Strangulation” campaign in August, the number of Volunteer Army personnel assigned to air-defense sentry duty had already increased to more than 8,000, monitoring enemy aircraft activity along more than 2,100 kilometers of transport routes. The establishment of these air-defense sentry posts gave drivers “eyes and ears,” increasing their sense of security, thereby reducing vehicle accidents and losses. Afterward, sentry posts were also established at railway hubs, ammunition depots, warehouses, and hospitals. Second, our forces strengthened their air-defense firepower, actively striking at the enemy. At this time, the Volunteer Army’s anti-aircraft-artillery force had already increased to four divisions plus four regiments and 50 battalions, deployed respectively on protecting front-line and rear-area transport tasks. Of these, three regiments and six battalions, directly under the command of the Volunteer Army’s rear services headquarters, were tasked with protecting the transport of materiel in the rear area, deployed respectively at the Taeryong River, the Cheongcheon River, the Daedong River and Jaeryong, Namwon-ri, Yanghwa-ri, and Yungok stations. After the enemy launched its “Strangulation” campaign in August, the Volunteer Army headquarters again redeployed its anti-aircraft artillery, adding 15 anti-aircraft-artillery battalions under the direct command of the rear services headquarters. Because the Volunteer Army promptly readjusted its air-defense forces, actively organizing every type of weapon to conduct air-defense fire, and struck the enemy hard, the enemy’s objective was not fully realized, though our own planned sixth campaign was also forced to be postponed.



Phase Two (September – December 1951)

From September onward, the American air force shifted the focus of its bombing and blockade efforts to the “triangle area” of railways south of the Cheongcheon River and north of Pyongyang, including Sinanju, Kwaksan, and Yomju. This area was the hub connecting the newly repaired Sinuiju railway (the Gyeongui line, running north-south) and the Sunchon–Manpo railway (the Manpo line, running east-west), and served as the throat of North Korea’s railway transport system. This area, once destroyed, would cause our east-west, north-south railway communications to be simultaneously severed, and so the American air force averaged 500 to 1,000 aircraft sorties per day bombing this area, attempting to thoroughly destroy and cut off Volunteer Army railway communications. In order to smash the American aircraft’s concentrated blockade and destruction of the “triangle area” of railways, the Volunteer Army took two measures in its anti-air-raid operations: first, it strengthened ground air-defense strength, actively striking the enemy. It concentrated 3 divisions plus 23 battalions and 4 searchlight regiments, along with a searchlight battalion, to defend the primary points of the air raids, forcing the enemy to reduce their bombing of the “triangle area” comprising Kwaksan, Sinuiju, and Pyongyang. The strengthening of the air-defense firepower blunted the enemy aircraft’s arrogance, and, in just the one-month period from mid-December 1951 to mid-January 1952, shot down 55 enemy aircraft and damaged 106. Second, our air force and the American air force engaged in a large-scale air battle, protecting the main transportation lines north of Pyongyang. As early as August 26, our Volunteer Army air force had already been ordered by the Soviet air force to take charge of protecting the

main transportation lines north of Pyongyang, together with part of the Soviet air force, and covering the construction of the airfield in the Anju area. In order to accomplish the mission of protecting railway transport and the repair of Korean airfields, and to thoroughly smash the enemy’s “Strangulation” campaign, the Volunteer Army air force established its operational policy of “gradual advance, rotating combat,” beginning to commit units to combat successively from mid-September onward. By the end of December, the 4th, 3rd, 2nd, 14th, and 6th Divisions — five divisions in total — had taken part in the fighting, flying a combined total of 3,526 combat sorties, shooting down 70 enemy aircraft and damaging 25. After the American air force came under this counterattack, it had no choice but to acknowledge that the Chinese and North Korean air force had “severely hindered the United Nations Forces’ aerial blockade of the railway lines.” By early December, the scale of air combat had grown ever larger, with the two sides at times committing more than 300 aircraft to a single engagement. Because the young Volunteer Army air units fought actively, displaying courage and tenacity, and daring to fight fiercely, they achieved considerable results at relatively low cost, forcing the enemy to withdraw the operational range of its fighter-bombers to south of the Cheongcheon River, and, from October onward, forcing the American B-29 strategic bombers to shift to conducting night operations. In the meantime, the air corps also organized two air groups to strike enemy ground targets, actively coordinating with the overall combat operations of the Chinese and North Korean ground forces.



Phase Three (January – June 1952)

By the beginning of 1952, although the enemy’s “Strangulation” campaign had already run more than one month beyond its original planned duration, it still had not achieved its intended objective. Because the enemy had failed to break our forces’ resolve through ground offensives, in December 1951 they decided to continue their “Strangulation” campaign against us, declaring they would continue this campaign until “the tactical situation, or an armistice agreement, forces them to make a change.” From January to March, the enemy air force, in order to avoid our increasingly powerful air-defense artillery fire, was forced to abandon its day-and-night bombing and destruction of the “triangle area,” instead adopting a more mobile tactic of striking both ends of the railway lines, meaning that they blockaded both the origin and destination points of our combat materiel, subjecting our railway transport lines to even more frenzied bombing and destruction. They shifted the focus of their air raids to north of the Cheongcheon River, carrying out concentrated strikes against Volunteer Army stations and warehouses, directly destroying Volunteer Army materiel storage and supply points, inflicting enormous losses upon the Volunteer Army. In this phase of the campaign, the four stations under the Volunteer Army’s rear services 3rd Sub-Command alone came under a combined total of 360 air raids just from January to April.

In order to defeat the enemy’s “two-ends” air raids and destruction of the railway transport lines, our forces, in light of the changes in the enemy aircraft’s bombing and destruction tactics, promptly adopted corresponding countermeasures. In terms of air combat operations, fighter aviation continued to adopt rotating combat tactics, consistently maintaining three divisions’ worth of strength to contend with enemy fighter aviation, with the 3rd, 4th, 6th, 14th, 15th, 17th Divisions successively taking part in the fighting — seven divisions in total, and the 18th Division also joining the fighting in August. In late March 1952, in order to thoroughly destroy the railway lines, the enemy began carrying out “saturation bombing.” The F-86s, tasked with providing cover, also shifted to operating in small formations, conducting hunting and interdiction operations, in order to prevent Chinese-Korean aircraft from sortieing to counterattack. Facing this development, the Chinese-North Korean side, on one hand, actively organized forces to counter the enemy aircraft’s blockade and covert raiding tactics, and, on the other hand, adopted small-formation tactics, dispatching aircraft to extend deep toward the area north of Pyongyang to strike small enemy formations, in order to disperse their frontal strength, and to shield the transport lines to the rear. From April to May, because of unit rotations, the Volunteer Army air force’s pilots’ flight experience was inadequate, and their tactics were slow to adapt; under conditions where they continued to follow their old tactics of employing large formations and engaging in aerial melees, using awkward large-formation tactics against the enemy’s rotational tactics, the result was that they once again fell into a passive position in aerial combat. For example, on April 1, 1952, in the course of countering the enemy’s small-formation blockade of the airfields, the recently deployed 4th Division’s 12th Regiment, whose commanders and pilots lacked combat experience, sortied 12 aircraft to conduct a single group operation, and, because of inadequate aerial command and a breakdown in radio communications, came under attack from the enemy, losing 4 aircraft shot down and 1 damaged; on May 15, the 3rd Division’s 9th Regiment, while escorting the returning aircraft of the 34th Regiment of the 12th Division as they landed, failed to pay attention to the enemy’s small-formation hunting activity, and came under a surprise enemy attack, with 3 aircraft damaged.

From April to May, the Volunteer Army air force shot down 12 enemy aircraft while sustaining combat losses (excluding January’s statistics), dealing the enemy aircraft a heavy blow; the Volunteer Army anti-aircraft artillery flew 3,277 combat sorties, shooting down 198 enemy aircraft and damaging 779. In April, the combat strength of enemy fighter-bombers had fallen to its lowest point (with two large squadrons having dropped to half their established strength), and they no longer had the strength to carry out “saturation bombing” simultaneously against both ends of our railway lines, and could only bomb the area north of the Cheongcheon River. In late June, the enemy was forced to abandon the “Strangulation” campaign entirely, shifting the focus of their bombing to power stations, factories, mines, important cities, and towns, as well as targets in the depth zone of our forward defensive positions 80 kilometers behind the front lines. The focus of our own air-defense struggle likewise gradually shifted to the front lines. With this, the enemy’s “Strangulation” campaign was thoroughly smashed by our forces.





III. Analysis

Freedom of action is the lifeblood of a military force; how to organize effective air defense, ensure smooth transport lines, and break through the enemy’s aerial advance and blockade is not merely a matter of campaign-level combat support, but also a strategic question bearing directly on whether the overall situation develops in a direction favorable to us. The Volunteer Army’s air-defense forces’ and air force’s counter-“Strangulation” campaign in the air was a classic case study of large-scale air-defense operations conducted in the early period of our air-defense combat history. Facing a powerful adversary, our forces did not fear the difficulties, and dared to struggle, creating a series of effective tactics, and, for a certain span of time and within a localized area, achieved command of the air. Its experience deserves our careful study and reference. This successful case study of countering the “Strangulation” campaign in the air holds important academic significance in the history of our own air-defense combat. Its main experience and inspiration includes the following:


(1) Organizing prolonged, comprehensive, and active air-defense operations

Because of the vast disparity in strength between our own and enemy air power, and because our own forces lacked strong, effective ground air-defense capability, we were unable to effectively control command of the air. The enemy exploited its superiority in the air to carry out prolonged, continuous bombing raids against our front and rear, unhindered and unconstrained, implementing its “Strangulation” campaign, imposing enormous restrictions and damage on our own combat operations and rear resupply. Every one of our own campaign victories was closely tied to victory in our counter-air-raid campaigns. Therefore, organizing prolonged, comprehensive, and active air-defense operations across the entire theater, resolutely striking against and countering enemy aviation’s bombing raids, seizing and maintaining command of the air over local areas, safeguarding air defense of important targets and transport lines, and guaranteeing our ground forces’ freedom of movement, was an important task in our own air-defense operations, and was the key to securing the initiative on the battlefield, protecting the movement of our own ground forces and the safety and smooth flow of our rear-area transport. This ran through the entire course of the war, involved both the front and the rear, and touched upon every aspect of both the military and the civilian population — it was a major question bearing on the overall situation of the war, and was also an important aspect in how our forces, with inferior equipment, could defeat an adversary with superior equipment.



(2) The combat experience and inspiration provided by ground air-defense units

1. Unified command, with sectors of responsibility clearly assigned. In order to organize a unified command of ground air-defense units’ anti-bombing and anti-blockade operations, in December 1951, the front-line railway-transport command headquarters, with part of the 64th Anti-Aircraft-Artillery Division as its base, established a railway anti-aircraft-artillery headquarters at Anju. At the same time, the transportation lines within North Korean territory were divided into four air-defense sectors of responsibility: the 1st Air Defense Sector of Responsibility covered the Pyongyang, Anju, Jongju, and Sinuiju triangle area; the 2nd Air Defense Sector of Responsibility covered Sunchon; the 3rd Air Defense Sector of Responsibility covered the Yangdeok and Yongwon area; and the 4th Air Defense Sector of Responsibility covered from Pyongyang to Mulli-ri.

2. Mobile operations, seeking opportunities to strike the enemy. Under conditions of insufficient forces yet a large number of targets requiring protection, in order to effectively destroy enemy aircraft, Volunteer Army anti-aircraft artillery carried out mobile operations. Mobile detachments were typically dispatched by a field army or an anti-aircraft-artillery division, their strength usually not fewer than one anti-aircraft-artillery regiment or one anti-aircraft-artillery company, requiring well-trained personnel, comparatively good equipment and vehicle configuration, and strong mobility, concentrating their deployment along the main axes the enemy’s aircraft used to approach, so as to more effectively strike the enemy. Anti-aircraft-artillery Regiment 61 used 2 regiments to conduct mobile operations successively at Cheolwon, Icheon, Suan, and Sunchon and other locations, shooting down 44 enemy aircraft and damaging 168. Anti-aircraft-artillery Regiment 605 and the independent 19th Anti-Aircraft-Artillery Battalion, exploiting the intervals between enemy bombing raids, advanced into areas under heavy bombardment to engage in fierce fighting against the enemy aircraft by day and night, shooting down and damaging 9 enemy aircraft. The 67th Army used 2 anti-aircraft-artillery battalions to conduct mobile operations along the army’s own defensive line, shooting down and damaging 54 enemy aircraft.

3. Organizing high-mobility anti-aircraft artillery to accompany field forces for air-defense escort duty. In order to strengthen the air-defense command of field forces, and to give full play to firepower, in October 1952, the various field armies began strengthening and reorganizing their high-mobility anti-aircraft-artillery groups. Generally, an anti-aircraft-artillery regiment served as the base, with a group command established, with the group commander typically drawn from the ranks of the higher anti-aircraft-artillery command organs, absorbing personnel from the anti-aircraft-artillery units under their command. The group carried out unified planning, unified command, arranging and commanding all subordinate anti-aircraft-artillery units. In the Battle of Sangganryong, anti-aircraft-artillery Regiment 601 and the 35th Battalion of anti-aircraft-artillery Regiment 601 were organized into an anti-aircraft-artillery group, with the regimental commander of the 601st serving as group commander, taking on the command organ of this regiment as the group’s command organ. This was the Volunteer Army’s first organization of an anti-aircraft-artillery group for the escort protection of field forces’ operations, achieving mutual coordination of firepower, and the establishment and promotion of high-mobility anti-aircraft artillery marked that our forces’ wartime air-defense combat capability had reached a considerable scale, with our combat experience growing ever richer, and our combat standard continuously improving.



(3) Air force units dared to fight resolutely, actively sought battle, and emphasized steady use of forces

Before the American forces launched their “Strangulation” campaign, the balance of air power between China and the United States was extremely lopsided; our forces were only just able to organize a single division, with pilots having only ten-some hours to several dozen hours of flight experience, and lacking any air-combat experience — young inexperienced pilots facing off against the American air force, veterans of the Second World War with rich combat experience, renowned around the world as premier fighter pilots. How to shift from passive to active, to smash the enemy’s aerial hegemony, and to reduce the effectiveness and capability of American bombing was a major challenge confronting our young Volunteer Army air force. Facing the powerful American air force, our pilots dared to fight resolutely, actively sought battle, and firmly resisted the enemy’s arrogant aggression. In September 1951, the Volunteer Army air force adopted a policy of rotating combat, using divisions as the basic unit, committing them one after another to counter the “Strangulation” campaign, dealing heavy blows to the American aircraft operating north of the Cheongcheon River tasked with the “Strangulation” campaign, forcing the enemy to abandon bombing of the railways north of the Cheongcheon River. As the Korean War situation developed, the air force command decided to have the 3rd and 4th Divisions lead the newly deployed units into combat, accelerating the wartime training of the air force units, adopting the approach of “building while fighting, training while fighting, gradually advancing, rotating into combat,” emphasizing “steady” use of forces in operational guidance, avoiding heavy losses, while also completing missions relatively well and honing units through combat. This allowed the new units, once they had completed general combat preparations, to be committed to battle immediately, experiencing the tempering and testing of combat, and, through actual combat, continuously summarizing and refining, exploring the air-combat operational principles suited to the Volunteer Army air force’s own characteristics. Beginning with large formations attacking small numbers of enemy aircraft and single-formation fighter-bomber operations, they gradually developed to where divisions could take on 200 to 300 enemy fighter aircraft, from where a single aircraft was matched against a single enemy fighter aircraft to multi-aircraft coordinated operations, from being able to fight only under simple daytime weather conditions to being able to fight under more complex daytime weather conditions and simple nighttime weather conditions, and the younger air force personnel truly “grew up in the crucible of combat.” Throughout the entire counter-“Strangulation” campaign, our 10 fighter-aviation divisions committed a combined 21 regiments and 62 large flying groups, plus 2 bomber-aviation divisions’ 3 large flying groups and 28 flying groups, along with 59,733 ground personnel, all of whom received valuable tempering.



(4) Adapting to shifting air combat conditions, striving for command of the air over a certain span of time and within localized areas

Although both sides in the Korean War had begun armistice talks in July 1951, the American side never genuinely acted in good faith, instead attempting to attain a favorable position at the talks by relying on the air superiority it held at the time, through the “Strangulation” campaign. At this point, American operational aircraft had increased to more than 1,400, with improved equipment, and their air power grew ever more menacing, and their air activity became more frequent, creating even greater difficulty and affecting the effectiveness of the operations of both our own and North Korean ground forces. Therefore, countering enemy air blockades, fighting for command of the air over a certain span of time and area, and smashing the enemy’s “Strangulation” plan, became the primary task facing the Volunteer Army air force at the time. To this end, the Volunteer Army air force units continuously committed forces to battle, using the annihilation of large enemy groups as their primary mission. From September to December 1951, the two sides fought four or five large-scale battles, with each battle involving well over a hundred aircraft on each side, and by early December the scale of air battles had grown even larger, with both sides at times committing more than 300 aircraft to a single engagement, and the American large formations’ air-raid activity came under restriction. During the campaign, the Volunteer Army air force gave specific command instructions for different tasks. In terms of mission division, it adopted the approach of veteran units attacking large enemy formations, and new units attacking small enemy formations, emphasizing both bold, resolute action, and steady, robust use of forces. In terms of striking-and-command direction, it made distinctions of priority, both emphasizing “let-go” tactics in order to seize the initiative in air combat, while also demanding “gather-and-search” tactics, allowing the American air force to quickly develop new patterns in the process. The American air force was forced to shrink the operational scope of its small-formation fighter-bombers by day to south of the Cheongcheon River, and its bombers were forced to shift from daytime to nighttime operations, greatly weakening American air superiority. Although our air force paid a considerable price to achieve this, it still ultimately gained command of the air north of the Cheongcheon River over a certain span of time and within a localized area.



(5) Failing, on the tactical level, to consistently adjust to changing conditions, once causing a passive position in air combat

In the second phase of the counter-“Strangulation” campaign, the Volunteer Army air force achieved relatively good combat results, not only reducing enemy aircraft and its own losses, but also pushing the front line of the air battles toward the area north of the Cheongcheon River. But in the final two months, because of unit rotations, our forces’ combat experience was inadequate, and their tactical adaptation was slow; facing the enemy’s shift to small-formation, small-unit interdiction operations, our forces still adhered to their old tactics, using awkward large-formation tactics against the enemy’s rotational tactics, and, as a result, once again fell into a passive position in aerial combat. For example, on April 1, 1952, in the course of countering the enemy’s small-formation blockade of the airfields, the recently deployed 4th Division’s 12th Regiment, whose commanders and pilots lacked combat experience, sortied 12 aircraft to conduct a single group operation, and, because of inadequate aerial command and a breakdown in radio communications, came under attack from the enemy, losing 4 aircraft shot down and only 1 aircraft downed in return; on May 15, the 3rd Division’s 9th Regiment, while escorting the returning aircraft of the 34th Regiment of the 12th Division as they landed, failed to pay attention to the enemy’s small-formation hunting activity, and came under a surprise enemy attack, with 3 aircraft damaged.





Chapter 97: Air Combat in the Lebanon War

(June 4 – August 21, 1982)

The Lebanon War was the largest-scale war fought between Israel and the Arab nations since the Fourth Middle East War. In this war, Israel, taking the lead with electronic warfare, made full use of the power of electronics, conducting large-scale, multi-wave, sudden air-raid (air-combat) operations, carrying out a devastating surprise strike against the Syrian army’s air-defense missile positions deployed in the Bekaa Valley, and dealing a heavy blow to the Syrian air force, destroying in one stroke the air-defense system Syria had spent years building up — a classic case study in the history of air-raid (air-combat) operations. This war was the first to demonstrate the important place electronic warfare occupies in air-raid (air-combat) operations, offering our own senior military commanders an important and valuable resource for research and reference, and pointing the way toward the important, new, developing area of operations that has since become the electronic battlefield and its electromagnetic confrontation.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

From February 1981, Israel carried out partial mobilization, calling up reserve forces, and concentrated four brigades along its northern border, at Nahariya, Sasa, and Kiryat Shmona and other areas, where they waited in readiness. Afterward, Israeli land forces successively conducted two large-scale hill-terrain assault exercises against Syrian ground force positions in Lebanon. Israel’s air force widely conducted reconnaissance against Syrian equipment bases and air-defense missile positions in Lebanon, and repeatedly held mock attack exercises against Syria’s SA-6 air-defense missile positions. In mid-May, the Israeli navy also held a landing exercise involving more than 20 warships. In May, Syria, in response to Israel’s activity, moved Soviet-made SA-6 missiles into Lebanon, deploying them at the Bekaa Valley, forming a severe threat to Israeli air-force activity. In early June, Israel exploited the fact that Egypt had already recovered the Sinai Peninsula and no longer wished to fight, and that the Iran-Iraq War had entered a phase of increasing tension, and that a split had emerged among the Arab nations, and that the international community’s attention was focused on the Falklands issue; and, exploiting the growing factional conflict among the various parties in Lebanon, launched an offensive against Lebanon.

Israel’s plan of operations: in January 1982, Israel drew up an operational plan codenamed “Operation Peace for Galilee,” attempting to forcibly annihilate the Palestinian armed forces stationed in southern Lebanon, and to establish a 40-kilometer-deep “security” zone along the border with Lebanon, so that the Palestinian armed forces could no longer directly threaten the north from southern Lebanon; should the war develop favorably, Israel would then eliminate the Syrian army’s main strength in Lebanon and its headquarters, weakening Syria’s political influence and its position in the Middle East negotiations, destroying Syria’s missile positions at the Bekaa Valley, and eliminating its threat to Israel’s air force, thereby forcing Syrian forces to withdraw from Lebanon, weakening Syria’s military strength in the Middle East region, striking the leftist forces of Lebanon, and helping install a pro-Israeli regime in Lebanon, consolidating Israel’s position in this region, ensuring the security of Israel’s own occupied northern territories, and realizing its expansionist “Greater Israel” scheme.

Syrian and Palestinian armed forces’ plan of operations: the Syrian army, exploiting the opportunity of internal strife in Lebanon, stationed 30,000 troops in Lebanon under the pretense of an “Arab Deterrent Force.” Afterward, in response to Israel’s aggressive advance, it deployed Soviet-made SA-6 missiles in the Bekaa Valley, while simultaneously deploying long-range SA-2 missiles within Syrian territory near Lebanon, attempting to suppress the activity of Israeli air-force aircraft, and thereby achieving its aim of controlling the Lebanese theater.

Once the Palestinian armed forces entered Lebanon from Jordan, they gradually gained control over southern Lebanon and the capital, Beirut, becoming a “state within a state,” building military installations, actively waging their struggle against Israel, from time to time launching sorties to strike and shell northern Israel, expanding their influence on the Middle East’s political stage, and seeking to raise their standing in Middle East negotiations, ultimately aiming to establish a Palestinian state along the west bank of the Jordan River and the Gaza Strip.

Comparison of the two sides’ forces: the Israeli army committed 15 ground-force brigades, with a total strength of more than 100,000; combat aircraft numbering nearly 300; about 70 combat vessels; more than 1,300 tanks; more than 200 large-caliber artillery pieces; and 2,400 armored vehicles. The combined total strength of Syria’s ground forces, Palestinian armed forces, and Syrian forces was 71,000; combat aircraft numbering more than 300; 1,050 tanks; more than 570 artillery pieces; 220 anti-aircraft guns; 26 sets of air-defense missiles of various types; and 600 armored vehicles.




II. Course of the War


Phase One (June 4–5): Air Raids

On June 4, using the assassination of the British ambassador stationed in Israel as a pretext, Israel dispatched a large number of aircraft to carry out continuous bombing raids against Lebanon’s capital, Beirut, bombing and shelling the military installations at Palestinian armed forces’ bases in southern Lebanon. The Palestinian armed forces, in turn, shelled the northern part of Israeli territory.



Phase Two (June 6–10): Launching the Offensive

1. Ground combat operations. At 11:00 on June 6, the Israeli ground forces, supported by air and naval forces, launched a sudden offensive against Lebanon along a front more than 50 kilometers wide, in three columns, with the western route serving as the primary axis of attack. Committing five brigades along the coastal highway, they advanced northward, successively capturing the important towns of Tyre, Sidon, and Khalde, and by June 9 were pressing toward Beirut, Lebanon’s capital, in the south. In order to coordinate with the western-route ground forces’ advance, the Israeli forces conducted amphibious and airborne landings at Sidon and Khalde. Along the central route, two-plus Israeli brigades, in coordination with paratroopers, first attacked Nabatieh (a joint command headquarters of the Palestinian armed forces and the leftist militia forces), and then continued their advance northward, successively capturing Jezzine and Beit ed Dine; along the western route, ahead of that same day, near southern Beirut, the vanguard units of the central route linked up with the earlier-landed airborne forces, jointly controlling the highway, and part of their force then joined the fighting east of Beirut. Along the eastern route, two-plus Israeli brigades advanced out of Kfar Giladi, clearing away Palestinian armed forces at the Rashaya al-Fukhar area, capturing Yohmor and Chtaura, and then advanced along the eastern side of the Bekaa Valley, monitoring and containing the Syrian army stationed at the Bekaa Valley.

On the 10th, Israeli forces in the western route, totaling six brigades, were reinforced from the north by Lebanese Christian militia forces, encircling Beirut, and taking turns bombing the western and southern suburban international airport. In addition, four warships blockaded this city from the sea. In the central and eastern routes, Israeli forces continued clearing out the encircled Palestinian armed forces. The Palestinian armed forces organized their defense of western Beirut, and put up stubborn resistance in the southern suburbs and the Rashidiye area.

2. Air-combat operations. Once the Israeli western-route and central-route invading forces advanced to within 3 kilometers of the Beirut–Damascus highway, essentially completing the encirclement and division of the Palestinian armed forces in southern Lebanon, on the 9th and 10th, the Israeli air force dispatched a large number of fighters in succession, under the unified command of an E-2C airborne early-warning aircraft, to launch fierce attacks against the SA-6, SA-2, and SA-3 missile positions and armored formations Syria had deployed at the Bekaa Valley, in coordination with Syrian ground forces launching an assault, in order to seize control of the airspace over the theater, and provide effective air support to ground forces in order to ensure their smooth advance.

(1) Destroying the air-defense missile positions in the Bekaa Valley. At 14:12 on June 9, the Israeli air force dispatched an E-2C airborne early-warning aircraft, a Boeing 707 electronic-countermeasures aircraft, and 96 combat aircraft of various types, including F-15s, F-16s, F-4s, “Kfirs,” and A-4s, and, under the unified command of the early-warning aircraft, employed three closely linked tactical methods to bring their respective capabilities to full effect, successfully destroying 19 Syrian air-defense missile positions in the Bekaa Valley within just six minutes.

First, they used electronic jamming to paralyze the Syrian air-defense warning system. The Israeli air force’s E-2C airborne early-warning aircraft, operating over the Mediterranean Sea about 100 kilometers from the Lebanese coastline, carried the ALR-59 passive radar-detection system, which could monitor various radar signals within a range of 250 kilometers. Through electronic computer analysis of the received radar signals, it determined their operating frequency, pulse width, waveform, and repetition frequency, and, by comparing this against the relevant radar parameters stored in its information database, could nearly instantly identify almost any type of radar. Operating near the E-2C aircraft was a Boeing 707 electronic-countermeasures aircraft, equipped with electronic-reconnaissance equipment and a powerful jamming transmitter. Before the Israeli air force launched its surprise attack against Syria’s ground-based air-defense missile positions, it first used these two electronic-warfare aircraft to determine the operating frequency of the Syrian air-defense warning radar, and then used powerful jamming waves to render the Syrian air-defense warning radar entirely useless, paralyzing the early-warning intelligence system from a distance. It also used drones to conduct reconnaissance and deception. The Israeli air force, while paralyzing the Syrian air-defense warning system, used the E-2C early-warning aircraft to direct drones toward the missile positions to “provoke” them. These drones, used for reconnaissance and deception, were dispatched in batches at set intervals to approach the Syrian air-defense missile positions, luring the Syrian SA-6 missile guidance radar to activate, in order to obtain its real-time operating frequency. To ensure the effectiveness of this deception, the drones were also fitted at their nose with a conical device 30 centimeters in diameter, with an effective radar cross-section of 35 square meters, disguising them as fighter-aircraft formations. When these drones flew close to the Syrian air-defense missile positions, the Syrian forces, having no advance warning at all, mistook them for real fighter aircraft, and ordered their missile-guidance radar to activate, and were prompted to launch large numbers of missiles. At the same time, the Israeli air force immediately activated its various jamming equipment, conducting intense electronic jamming: the Boeing 707 electronic-countermeasures aircraft focused its jamming against the operating frequencies of Syrian missile-guidance radar; the E-2C early-warning aircraft directed all its fighters to adjust their onboard electronic-countermeasures frequencies and conduct jamming, remotely controlling the fighters to launch large quantities of chaff. Under this intense Israeli electronic jamming, the Syrian wireless-guided artillery communication was completely disrupted, and its missile-guidance radar lost track of its targets, its missiles failing to score any hits. Third, they made comprehensive use of a variety of weapons and munitions-launching equipment. The Israeli air force employed several types of guided munitions and conventional bombs: first, they dispatched “Wolf” ground-to-air radar-homing missiles, destroying the Syrian guidance radar actively operating within a range of 40 kilometers; second, the E-2C early-warning aircraft directed fighters to launch “Shrike” and “Standard” anti-radiation missiles, destroying Syrian guidance radar outside the “Wolf” missiles’ range; third, they used American-made “Maverick” and Israeli-made “LUZ-1” television-guided ground-attack missiles, destroying guidance radar that had not yet activated; finally, the E-2C early-warning aircraft directed fighter groups tasked with the ground assault, dropping various types of bombs, including television-guided bombs, laser-guided bombs, cluster bombs, and delayed-fuze bombs, carrying out intense bombardment of the missile-launching positions, completely destroying all 19 of Syria’s air-defense missile positions. On the 10th, Israel again dispatched 92 aircraft of various types, using the same methods to strike the 7 air-defense missile positions Syria had newly deployed, again destroying them.

(2) Air combat against Syrian forces. On June 9 and 10, as the Israeli air force conducted air raids against the Bekaa Valley air-defense missile positions, Syrian air forces sortied 62 and 54 fighters respectively to intercept them. In the air combat, the Israeli air force made full use of its early-warning aircraft, electronic-countermeasures aircraft, and new-model fighters, achieving the brilliant result of shooting down 58 Syrian fighters, while losing only 3 aircraft to enemy ground air-defense fire. First, they made use of the guiding and directing role of the E-2C early-warning aircraft. Carrying the APS-125 radar, the E-2C early-warning aircraft was able to detect aerial targets from a distance of 300 kilometers, and could simultaneously process 250 target intelligence reports, relaying this information in real time to friendly fighters. Once the Syrian aircraft took off, the E-2C early-warning aircraft could grasp their take-off numbers, sequence, and heading, and promptly relayed warning to the F-15 and F-16 fighter formations responsible for covering the area near the Bekaa Valley, guiding them to occupy favorable airspace. In addition, they used the F-15 fighter’s APG-63 radar to grasp the low-altitude conditions of the Bekaa Valley airspace, instructing the F-16 fighters as to the direction of their targets, making up for the radar blind spot caused by terrain around Mount Hermon that the E-2C early-warning aircraft’s own radar could not overcome. All of these factors created favorable conditions for the Israeli side to seize the initiative. Second, they made use of their electronic superiority. The Boeing 707 electronic-countermeasures aircraft jammed the communication links between Syrian ground command posts and their pilots, and used deceptive means to lure Syrian aircraft into the combat zone, leaving Syrian pilots unable to receive favorable guidance from the ground while entering combat. The F-15 fighter’s internally mounted ALQ-135 electronic-countermeasures equipment, and the F-16 fighter’s externally mounted ALQ-131 electronic-countermeasures pod, worked in combination with chaff dispensing, greatly reducing the effectiveness of Syrian airborne radar and air-to-air missiles. Third, they made use of the advantages of new-model fighters and air-to-air missiles, with their onboard equipment configured for the air-superiority mission, creating favorable air-combat conditions for Israeli pilots. In air combat, the primary weapons used were AIM-9L “Sidewinder” and Israeli-made “Python” dogfighting missiles, which could be launched in any direction, and could also be fired off-boresight. Compared with the Syrian fighters, the performance of the Israeli fighters’ onboard electronics, avionics, and air-to-air missiles was clearly superior to that of the Syrian aircraft, which had been supplied by the Soviet Union, and this gave Israel an obvious advantage both in the acquisition and mastery of aerial situational awareness and in air-combat effectiveness.

(3) Supporting ground forces’ offensive operations. In the course of the invasion, the Israeli air force extensively dispatched aircraft to support ground forces’ advance and engagement. First, they provided intelligence support, ensuring ground forces’ advance and unfolding operations. The E-2C early-warning aircraft monitored Syrian ground forces’ and Palestinian armed forces’ movements, and conducted searches to obtain and relay decision-making materials to ground force intelligence personnel, providing timely information ensuring that tanks, artillery, ground-attack aircraft, and drones and other units could smoothly advance and deploy. Second, they carried out air-firepower support. In the course of the ground forces’ advance, first fighter-bombers were dispatched to carry out aerial firepower preparation, subjecting the Palestinian armed forces’ positions within Lebanese territory to continuous assault, and then, once the ground forces had launched their offensive, fighter-bombers and armed helicopters were typically dispatched to provide direct fire support, assisting ground forces’ advance. Third, they used helicopters to carry out personnel and materiel airlifting, supporting ground forces’ operations. In order to prevent the Palestinian armed forces in southern Lebanon from actively withdrawing, and in the course of the northward advance, they severed the transport helicopters’ connection to Palestinian armed forces’ rear echelons, transporting weapons and ammunition, and coordinating the various axes of attack, achieving the goal of blocking and dividing the Palestinian armed forces’ strength.



Phase Three (June 11 – August 21): Clearing Palestinian Armed Forces’ Strength, Tightening the Siege of Beirut, and Forcing the Palestinian Armed Forces to Withdraw from Lebanon

On June 11, having achieved its main military objectives, Israel proactively declared a ceasefire, and Syria and the Palestinian forces followed suit. In this period, while a ceasefire nominally held between itself and the Syrian and Palestinian forces, Israel continued to clear away the encircled and remaining Palestinian armed forces, tightening its encirclement of the Palestinian armed forces’ bases in western and southern Beirut. On June 18, Israel again declared a ceasefire against the encircled Palestinian armed forces, demanding that they lay down their arms. The Palestinian forces at first refused, but afterward, after mediation from various quarters, ultimately agreed to accept the ceasefire terms. Immediately afterward, multinational peacekeeping forces dispatched by the United States, France, and Italy entered Lebanon, and, on August 21, the Palestinian armed forces began withdrawing from Lebanon. With this, the Lebanon War came to an end.





III. Analysis

In this war, Israel achieved victory in its air-raid (air-combat) operations, dramatically accelerating the pace of the war, while the Palestinian armed forces and the Syrian army suffered a devastating defeat. This air-raid (air-combat) operation contained the germ of operations conducted under informatized conditions; the status of electronic warfare rose to prominence, and, of the three theaters of land, sea, and air, this had already become evident. The experience and lessons of victory and defeat on both sides offer important reference value for air-raid operations and counter-air-raid operations under future informatized conditions. What we should learn from and study in this case study is the key point of grasping the characteristics and patterns of combat operations under electromagnetic-environment conditions, ensuring that our awareness of this entirely new operational domain — the electronic battlefield and its electromagnetic confrontation — keeps pace with the traditional dimensions of combat operations, since it is now standing right before us.


(1) Thorough electronic reconnaissance and the adoption of highly targeted technology and tactics were the prerequisites for Israel’s victory

After the Fourth Middle East War, Israel spent nine years painstakingly researching countermeasures against the SA-6 air-defense missile’s technology and tactics. Through unmanned reconnaissance aircraft, it repeatedly reconnoitered the SA-6 missile positions, determining its guidance-radar operating frequency and other relevant parameters. Targeting the SA-6 missile’s combat and technical performance, it concentrated its technical strength and drew heavily on foreign experience, vigorously developing electronic-countermeasures equipment and precision-guided munitions, improving its ground-attack tactics against radar, developing and modifying drones from Boeing 707 transport aircraft into electronic-countermeasures aircraft, and developed the “Wolf” ground-to-air radar-homing missile. Through building a model of the SA-6 missile positions in the Bekaa Valley area in the Negev desert, and repeatedly rehearsing mock attacks, it developed the technical methods and thorough plan of operations to be used. Actual combat proved that any new weapons and equipment must be understood in terms of its characteristics and patterns of use before it can be researched and effectively targeted with technology and tactics that will lead to victory. Just as an official from the U.S. Department of Defense remarked, Israel did not employ any sorcery — it merely conducted training far more thorough than usual, and applied a superior strategy.



(2) A far higher level of electronic-warfare capability than that of the adversary was the key to Israel’s victory in air-raid (air-combat) operations

In modern warfare, electronic warfare exerts an enormous influence on the combat effectiveness of the armed forces. The American military’s Operational Doctrine states: “Commanding officers must regard the electromagnetic environment as an extension of the battlefield, since this invisible but very real struggle is already unfolding there.” Through electronic warfare, the Israeli air force effectively suppressed Syrian electronic equipment, destroyed Syrian air-defense missile positions, and achieved victory in air combat, playing a key role. Israel raised its electronic warfare to an entirely new level, mainly manifested in the following ways: first, its equipment was advanced. Israel purchased or independently developed a series of electronic-countermeasures equipment from the United States. This equipment, centered on microprocessors, was responsible for the management, control, judgment, and calculation of information, essentially achieving automated operation, digitized display, and image-based visualization; it was compact in size and highly reliable. Second, it possessed the capability to gather real-time radar intelligence. In the Fourth Middle East War, Israel had been unable to effectively jam Syria’s constantly-changing-frequency SA-6 air-defense missile guidance radar, because it could not obtain real-time intelligence on the radar’s guidance frequency. In this war, the Israeli air force’s E-2C early-warning aircraft and its Boeing 707 electronic-countermeasures aircraft were both equipped with passive radar-detection systems, promptly grasping the real-time frequencies of various types of radar, including the SA-6 air-defense missile’s guidance radar, creating extremely favorable conditions for conducting targeted electronic jamming and firepower strikes. Third, the E-2C early-warning aircraft served as the electronic-warfare command center. A large amount of electronic-warfare information was gathered, analyzed, and processed here, and specialized electronic-countermeasures aircraft, all participating aircraft, and drones were equipped with large quantities of electronic-countermeasures equipment, closely coordinated under its command, achieving the optimal effect of Israel’s strike. This war proved that the astonishing results Israel achieved owed themselves precisely to the fact that its own electronic-warfare capability far exceeded that of its adversary — this was the key. Electronic warfare is one of the fastest-developing fields in modern warfare, and, as electronic technology continues to advance, its influence on air-combat operations will only continue to grow.



(3) Inadequate ground air-defense counter-resistance capability was an important reason for the Syrian army’s failure in its air-defense operations

The devastating defeat suffered by the Syrian ground-based air-defense missile forces, apart from serious errors in operational command, also owed to an important reason: they failed to fully leverage the technical and tactical characteristics of modern air-defense weapons and equipment, and their peacetime training and combat preparation gave inadequate consideration to counter-resistance capability.

1. The air-defense missile positions remained in place for too long without change. In order to guard against an Israeli air raid, the Syrian army should have frequently changed the position of its air-defense missile positions. In the more than a year before the war, although Israel had, on multiple occasions, dispatched drones to fly over the Bekaa Valley, the Syrian side took no measures whatsoever; even after the outbreak of war, it never managed to swiftly redeploy its forces, leaving the highly maneuverable SA-6 missiles to become fixed targets, becoming targets for enemy bombing.

2. Improper use of missile-guidance radar. Controlling the number of times the radar was activated and the timing of activation, and shortening the radar’s target-tracking time, are important experiences drawn from both wartime and peacetime confrontations between ground-to-air missiles and American air power in the Vietnam War, essential for improving the survival rate of ground-to-air missiles and accomplishing combat missions. In this campaign, from the very start of the attack, the various Syrian radar positions kept their radar activated at all times, without paying attention to shortening their target-tracking time, allowing the Israeli air force to easily obtain the real-time operating frequency of every radar position, and to carry out highly targeted, intense electronic jamming, causing these radars to lose their pre-warning detection capability. In addition, Syrian radar, upon coming under enemy anti-ground and anti-radiation missile attacks, failed to take countermeasures. According to accounts from Israeli pilots, they anticipated that the Syrian side might adopt various countermeasures, such as having the radar quickly point skyward at a high angle to shake off incoming missiles, but no such measures were ever employed.

3. No decoy positions were established. In the Vietnam War and the Fourth Middle East War, both North Vietnam and the Arab nations widely established decoy positions. Their purpose was twofold: first, to create confusion, luring enemy aircraft to attack the wrong target; second, to deploy air-defense weapons around the periphery of the decoy positions, forming concealed firepower ambushes, so that, once the enemy took the bait, they could be attacked. In this campaign, the Syrian air-defense command did not consider the question of establishing decoy positions at all. From this, it can be seen that it was not that the Syrian ground-based air-defense missile forces had some inherent fatal flaw that left them so utterly unable to withstand a single blow, but rather that it was Israel’s exploitation of errors in the Syrian side’s command and organization that caused the Syrian forces to suffer such devastating losses.



(4) The Syrian air force, dependent on ground-based command for its air-combat formations, was already unable to contend on equal terms with Israel’s multi-branch, integrated air-combat capability

Once the ground-based air-defense missile positions at the Bekaa Valley came under Israeli air attack, the Syrian air force had no choice but to scramble its fighters to intercept — there was no other option. But relying on ground-based command to direct its fighter formations, it was already no longer a match for the Israeli adversary, which possessed long-range early-warning capability, real-time aerial command capability, and powerful electronic-jamming capability. While the Israeli air force employed “multi-branch integrated destructive methods” to destroy the Syrian ground-based air-defense missile positions, it also adopted “air-shielding combat tactics” to lure Syrian fighters into the air. So-called “air-shielding combat” involves establishing an aerial shield in the direction from which enemy aircraft might sortie, providing cover for the attacking formation while also creating conditions for air-to-air combat against the enemy. That is, the E-2C early-warning aircraft was responsible for continuous radar surveillance of the theater and coordinating the movements of the various formations, while F-15 and F-16 fighters and Boeing 707 electronic-jamming aircraft formed a mixed combat formation group, flying into the predetermined airspace and deploying in multiple layers, establishing an aerial shield; once Syrian aircraft entered the combat zone, they unleashed powerful electronic jamming, leaving them unable to see their targets, losing command guidance, and falling into a passive position of being beaten without being able to strike back; meanwhile, the Israeli fighter formations, under the command and guidance of the airborne early-warning aircraft, occupied favorable positions, carrying out effective attacks. In November 1991, the American magazine Air Force Magazine, in an article titled “The Developing Israeli Air Force,” argued that the Bekaa Valley battle, in which Israel’s air force achieved zero losses and a one-sided victory, was a successful example of integrated air-combat operations. The Lebanon air combat demonstrated that, with the close coordination of the early-warning aircraft and electronic-warfare aircraft, air-combat command capability could be markedly improved, and that air-combat operations had taken an important step forward toward fully leveraging the combined strength of multiple types of aviation weaponry, in a direction of multi-service, coordinated operations.





Part Twelve: Air Raid and Counter-Air Raid Operations




Chapter 98: The German-British “Battle of Britain”

(July 1940 – May 1941)

From July 1940 to May 1941, Germany carried out its large-scale invasion plan against Britain, known as “Operation Sea Lion,” dispatching large numbers of aircraft to carry out strategic bombing and a naval blockade against Britain’s important military, political, and economic targets. Britain, resisting Germany’s aerial assault, conducted its strategic air-defense operations in three phases, an episode that came to be known historically as “the Battle of Britain.” The Battle of Britain was a large-scale national air-defense campaign fought by the British air force in the early period of the Second World War, resisting the German invasion and defending British home territory. Its long duration, the enormous forces committed by both sides, the intensity of the fighting, and the depth of its strategic significance are all rare in the history of air-raid and anti-air-raid operations, and it retains important reference value to this day.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

In June 1940, German forces under Hitler swept across Western Europe, and Britain faced the danger of invasion. Within British political circles, a certain faction sought peace talks with Germany, advocating appeasement, but Winston Churchill’s faction, favoring resistance to the bitter end, held the upper hand; but Britain’s army, navy, and air forces were all short on equipment, and the situation was extremely severe. In June 1940, Hitler drew up “Operation Sea Lion,” a plan to invade Britain from the sea, planning to carry it out in two phases: the first phase would consist of strategic bombing and a naval blockade, and the second phase would be the actual landing invasion. On August 1, Hitler issued the operational order, stating that “in order to create the necessary conditions for the final defeat of Britain, I intend to intensify air and sea operations against the British homeland,” requiring “the German air force to use all the forces at its disposal to defeat the British air force as quickly as possible,” so that air power could be devoted entirely to supporting “Operation Sea Lion.” This order clearly stated that the German air force’s task was first to destroy the British air force, seizing command of the air, and then to support the navy and army’s landing operations. Therefore, this war, a life-or-death struggle for Britain, from the very outset was a struggle to seize command of the air.

In July 1940, Germany began carrying out large-scale strategic bombing raids against Britain. The British air force and air-defense forces actively organized air-defense operations, resisting the German air raids with everything they had.

Germany’s plan of operations: after France’s defeat, Germany sought to force Britain into submission, and, once rebuffed, drew up “Operation Sea Lion,” planning to carry out large-scale bombing raids against Britain, destroying its air force, and, through air power, thoroughly defeating Britain, while also supporting the navy and army’s landing operations in Britain. It also intended to use military pressure to force the Soviet Union to capitulate, causing it to join the anti-Soviet alliance, and to prepare, while awaiting the opportunity, to invade the Soviet Union, committing as few forces as possible to combat with Britain, minimizing the weakening of German air strength and war-making potential, and reducing worries at the time of its planned invasion of the Soviet Union.

Britain’s plan of operations: the British air force had, as early as when the Germans were invading France, already anticipated that Germany would soon invade Britain, and would likely first carry out air strikes, and had already begun a series of preparatory measures, strengthening its own air-defense strength, actively planning for its own confrontation with Germany. Facing Germany’s military threat, the British government stood firm and refused compromise with Germany, establishing an operational doctrine of active defense and resolute resistance, achieving victory in the air-defense campaign, smashing Germany’s strategic bombing intentions, and forcing Germany to abandon its plan to invade Britain, laying the groundwork for the Allies’ later strategic counteroffensive.

Comparison of the two sides’ forces: Germany’s air strength consisted mainly of the 2nd, 3rd, and 5th Air Fleets, with 3,021 combat aircraft of various types, including 1,776 bombers, 1,122 fighters, and 123 other aircraft. Of these, the 2nd and 3rd Air Fleets were deployed in northeastern and northwestern France, and the 5th Air Fleet was deployed in the Netherlands and Norway. Britain’s air strength consisted mainly of the 9th, 10th, 11th, 12th, 13th, and 14th Fighter Groups (of which the 9th and 14th Fighter Groups were still being organized), comprising six fighter squadrons and seven radar divisions, along with five anti-aircraft-balloon squadrons; at the start of the campaign, Britain had 700 fighters, 500 bombers, 2,091 anti-aircraft guns, and 1,500 barrage balloons, and, subsequently, stepped up production, reaching 1,600 aircraft, including 470 fighters. Each fighter group was deployed respectively in northern England, Lincolnshire, and the areas around Middle Wallop, Debden, Newcastle, and northern Scotland.




II. Course of the Battle

“The Battle of Britain” is divided into three phases, and, before the campaign formally began, there was also a probing phase.


(1) The Probing Phase (July 10 – August 12, 1940)

In this phase, the German air force’s combat objective was to determine the strength and disposition of the British air force, learning its air-defense capability, and to strike targets consisting of British shipping in the southern ports and the English Channel, in order to lure the British air force out to fight. But because the British air force had withdrawn from the European continent and needed rest, it avoided combat operations as much as possible, in order to recover its strength. In this phase, the important battles were as follows: on August 8, the German air force conducted a large-scale attack on British shipping, involving several waves, each exceeding 100 aircraft; on August 11, they carried out an air raid against Portland-Weymouth; on August 12, 200 German aircraft, split into 11 waves, struck Dover, with 150 attacking Portsmouth and the Isle of Wight.

In this phase, the British air force adopted a primarily evasive strategy. On one hand, this was because it needed rest; on the other hand, it was also because it needed to test its radar’s detection capability, and to study methods of conducting air interception under the guidance of ground-based radar. Although the British air force did not sortie in large numbers, it nonetheless carried out effective resistance, causing considerable losses to German bombers. From July 10 to August 12, Germany lost 186 aircraft, while Britain lost 150.



(2) Phase One of the Campaign (August 13 – September 6)

In this phase, the German air force’s combat objective was to annihilate the main strength of the British air force, targeting the ground-attack targets of Britain’s southern air bases and radar stations. Apart from escorting bombers, German fighters also organized independent squadrons to seek out British fighters for aerial combat, attempting to destroy British aircraft on the ground and in the air through a combination of aerial strikes and air combat.

From the night of August 13 to the 14th, Germany dispatched a combined total of 1,485 aircraft; on the night of August 15 through the morning of the 16th, they dispatched a combined total of 1,786 aircraft — a full-strength effort. From the 16th to the 18th, because of poor weather, the number of sorties dispatched was small, with no significant results. From the 19th to the 23rd, they resumed continuous sorties. From August 13 to 23, Germany carried out five large-scale bombing raids, destroying 12 British air bases, rendering them unusable, and damaging seven aircraft factories to varying degrees, along with a number of radar stations and oil and ammunition depots. Germany lost 290 aircraft shot down, while Britain lost 114.

On August 24, the British air force conducted a night raid against Berlin, in retaliation for the German raid on Portsmouth on August 23, greatly angering Hitler. After this, on one hand Germany continued concentrating its forces to attack the base of Britain’s main fighter strength, the 11th Squadron, while also carrying out air raids against London.

From August 24 to September 3, Germany carried out a combined total of 35 large-scale air raids against Britain. Over 11 days, the German air force flew more than 1,000 sorties per day. The British 11th Squadron suffered heavy losses, with five of its forward airfields entirely destroyed, and 286 aircraft lost; pilot casualties were also severe, and the surviving pilots, having endured continuous combat operations, were physically and mentally exhausted. Although the British air force achieved a combat record of shooting down 380 German aircraft, its own strength had also been severely depleted. Had Germany continued its assault, the British air force would have been unable to hold out. But at this critical juncture, Hitler suddenly changed his mind, shifting the target of the German air force’s full-strength assault away from striking the British air bases.



(3) Phase Two of the Campaign (September 7 – late October)

In this phase, Germany’s combat objective was to force Britain into political submission, while also hoping to annihilate British aircraft in the air. Accordingly, it concentrated its strength on bombing London, attempting to lure large numbers of British aircraft to sortie in defense of the capital. This bombing operation had already, in fact, begun on September 6, but on a smaller scale, with only 68 German aircraft dispatched. From September 7 onward, large-scale bombing raids began, with Germany dispatching a combined total of 625 bombers and 648 fighters. After this, continuous bombing raids reached their peak on September 15. London suffered fires in many locations, and Buckingham Palace was also struck. From September 16 to 19, because of poor weather, only small-scale activity took place. From September 20 onward, Germany also began using fighter-bombers to conduct indiscriminate bombing raids against London. Because Germany had, since September 7, continuously bombed London for eight days, the British fighter force gained an opportunity to rest and recover, quickly restoring its combat strength. Germany, on the other hand, in the course of bombing London, suffered heavy losses because of resistance from British fighters and anti-aircraft artillery working in combination. Entering October, large-scale daytime bombing shifted to nighttime bombing, and the scale of the raids grew ever smaller. From September 7 to October 31, Germany lost 433 aircraft, while Britain lost 242.

Germany’s original plan had been to invade from the sea on September 21, after having destroyed the main strength of the British air force. But because more than a month of continuous air battles had failed to annihilate the British air force, while Germany itself had sustained heavy losses, it was unable to guarantee it could seize and maintain command of the air over the English Channel. In mid-September, Hitler had in fact already decided to abandon the landing-invasion plan, but it was not until October 12 that he formally announced the postponement of “Operation Sea Lion” until the spring of 1941. This so-called postponement was, in reality, nothing more than a pretext, because Hitler had already decided to invade the Soviet Union in the summer of 1941, and so, naturally, “Operation Sea Lion” could no longer be carried out.



(4) Phase Three of the Campaign (October 1940 – May 1941)

After Germany decided to postpone — in reality, to abandon — “Operation Sea Lion,” “the Battle of Britain” was, in substance, already over. Because Germany, on one hand, was unwilling to accept defeat, and on the other hand also wished to conceal its plan to invade the Soviet Union, it continued, in October, to carry out terror bombing raids, expanding the scope of the bombing beyond London to other British cities, and even attacking distant shipping. In order to reduce aircraft losses, Germany mainly conducted these air raids at night, and its bombing accuracy was poor, and, apart from killing civilians and destroying cities, held little military significance.

According to official British statistics released after the war, from July to October 1940, the British air force shot down 1,733 German aircraft and damaged 643 more, while itself losing 995 aircraft. Britain suffered 147,000 civilian casualties from German air raids, accounting for 20% of Britain’s total casualties in the war against Germany, and more than one million buildings were destroyed by bombing.





III. Analysis

The “Battle of Britain,” fought between Britain and Germany in air-raid and anti-air-raid operations, was a classic strategic air-raid and national air-defense war. Its scale is rarely seen even in the history of modern warfare. The experience and lessons of both sides in this classic case study continue to hold important significance for study and reference to this day.


(1) The primary lessons of Germany’s air-raid operations

1. Serious errors in strategic and campaign-level guidance. The ultimate reason Germany’s air-raid operations failed to achieve their intended campaign objective lies, above all, in errors of operational guidance. Strategically speaking, Germany, at the start of the invasion of Britain, mistakenly believed that once it occupied France, Britain and France would acknowledge the reality of the occupation, and would then pursue peace talks, allowing German forces to then turn east to advance into the Soviet Union. Accordingly, Germany had not made any preparations at all for an air-raid campaign against Britain from the outset; the air force had no reserve bombing capacity, and the navy did not have the ships needed to support a ground-forces landing operation. But after Germany occupied France, Britain and France not only did not surrender, but instead swiftly declared war. Germany then, on one hand, sent troops into France and rapidly forced it to capitulate militarily, forcing Britain into submission; and, on the other hand, intensified its political inducements toward Britain. At the same time, in preparing to invade Britain, Hitler, on July 16, ordered the “Operation Sea Lion” plan to be implemented. On July 31, Hitler again decided to invade the Soviet Union, and for this reason began stepping up all preparatory work for the invasion of the Soviet Union. The very next day, Hitler again ordered the strengthening of aerial operations against Britain, attempting through air raids to force Britain into submission, achieving a quick resolution. This wavering in strategic guidance caused the focus of the war to shift within a short period of time, leaving the campaign’s foundation and preparation seriously insufficient, lacking strong support in personnel, materiel, and financial resources. In terms of campaign guidance, the German air force’s decisions were indecisive and inappropriately changed their air-raid objectives at inopportune times, causing the operations to deviate from the correct operational guidance of striking and paralyzing the British fighter force and its production bases, annihilating British air-defense strength, and thoroughly destroying Britain’s defensive system. Just as Britain’s fighter units and their production bases were, under German air force pressure, on the verge of being unable to hold out any longer, Hitler unexpectedly agreed to Field Marshal Hermann Göring’s proposal to shift the focus of the air raids, moving the air-raid targets away from seizing command of the air, and shifting instead to concentrating forces on bombing London. This gave the British fighter units and their bases an opportunity to recover, causing German air power to bog down over a prolonged period, without ever fully gaining command of the airspace over the English Channel, ultimately resulting in Germany’s failure to bomb London and falling into the predicament of fighting a two-front war. In terms of operational support, because Hitler had, on July 31, already settled on his policy for the war against the Soviet Union, this caused the highest levels of German command to have their material, financial, and manpower support dispersed and diverted, leaving the air force’s operations without adequate support. As a result, this led to Germany’s failure in the aerial bombing of London, and left Germany caught in the predicament of fighting a two-front war.

2. Failure to crush and paralyze Britain’s air-defense system, and failure to comprehensively seize command of the air. Under the unified organizational deployment of its air-defense command headquarters, Britain had already formed an air-defense system centered on London, spanning the entire country, comprising high- and low-altitude radar early-warning networks, fighter units, anti-aircraft artillery, and barrage balloons — both active and passive defense equipment combined. Not neglecting any opportunity, it greatly expanded the scale and production capacity of various types of air-defense equipment, mass-producing fighters as its primary national air-defense weapon, to meet the consumption demands of anti-air-raid operations. Accordingly, the German air force should have first seized command of the airspace over Britain, concentrated its strength to breach Britain’s air-defense early-warning network, destroyed its fighter aircraft, anti-aircraft artillery, and other air-defense weaponry, and paralyzed its defense system, and then, further, struck the production bases for Britain’s air-defense equipment, weakening its war-making potential — this alone would have swept away the strategic obstacles and provided favorable conditions for large-scale bombing raids on London. It was precisely on this point that the German air force failed to correctly grasp this understanding, causing its offensive strength to be severely weakened, and ultimately losing the war.

3. Insufficient air power to accomplish the strategic air-raid combat mission. At the time Germany invaded France, when British forces withdrew from Dunkirk, only the army suffered heavy losses, while the air force and navy essentially escaped unscathed. Before the war, in August 1938 and May 1939, the German air-force operations department had submitted a research report to Hitler on the state of its own air force. This report stated that, because the primary strike aircraft of the German air force’s bomber units at the time were dive bombers, with very few strategic bombers, and the strategic bombers it did possess were also limited in number, with inadequate range and payload, they were insufficient to bear the weight of a strategic bombing campaign. That is to say, Germany did not possess a strong enough strategic bombing capability, and could not achieve command of the sea through continuous, high-intensity bombing operations, forcing Britain into submission and thereby achieving victory in the war. From this, it can be seen that, given Germany’s actual air-force combat capability at the time, it could not, within a short period of time, thoroughly eliminate Britain’s air-defense strength, destroy its industrial base, and paralyze its economic lifeline, forcing Britain to negotiate and surrender. And the navy’s own strength was also insufficient to independently complete the landing-campaign mission, requiring the cover and coordination of the air force, without which it also could not achieve victory in a landing campaign. Hitler, without having the corresponding material foundation, rashly formulated and implemented “Operation Sea Lion,” launching a large-scale air-raid campaign against Britain — this alone was, from the very outset of the war, already doomed to end in failure.

4. Failure to correctly select the objectives of the air raids. In the actual implementation of the air raids against London, Germany also made further tactical errors, namely, having too many, too scattered objectives for the air raids, without a clear focus. Under normal circumstances, when conducting air raids with limited forces and without having seized command of the air, the objectives selected should focus on those that possess a decisive point of impact and can influence the overall situation; in air raids, forces should be concentrated, thoroughly destroying the pre-selected strategic objectives — this is in keeping with the actual circumstances the German air force faced at the time. But in its actual conduct, Germany committed a fundamental error in its selection of objectives and its use of forces. Its selection of targets deviated from its original combat mission and objective, and indiscriminate, frenzied bombing of cities with no direct bearing on the war effort not only failed to destroy the will of London’s broad citizenry to resist through air raids, but instead stirred London’s citizens to unite and rise up with great enthusiasm to resist. This kind of dispersed use of air power, and unfocused, incomplete operational guidance in striking key targets, inevitably led to the outcome of defeat.



(2) The primary experience of Britain’s air-defense operations in defense of London

1. Foresight in strategic anticipation, and thorough pre-war preparation. As early as when German forces were invading France, Britain had already anticipated that Germany would soon invade Britain, and that this invasion would primarily begin from the air. Accordingly, Britain immediately began a series of pre-war preparatory tasks. First, in response to the possible German air-raid operations and the strategic scheme of forcing them into submission through bombing, they stepped up production of aircraft for national air defense — particularly fighters. Within half a year, the nation’s aircraft production capacity rose sharply from 719 aircraft per month to 1,601, with fighters accounting for 67% of total production, meeting the demand for fighters after the outbreak of the war. Second, they stepped up pilot training and actively prepared new fighter units. Third, they carried out unified adjustment and deployment of air-defense strength, establishing a multi-layered, deep air-defense system centered on the London area.

2. Establishing a unified air-defense command organ, with centralized command and scientific use of forces. Britain established, under its air force, a dedicated air-defense command headquarters, exercising unified command over fighter units, anti-aircraft-artillery units, radar units, and reconnaissance and observation units, and divided the British homeland into six air-defense zones, with each zone further divided into a number of air-defense sub-zones. Within each defense zone, one fighter group was deployed, with each group commanding 3 to 8 air-defense sub-zones, and within each air-defense sub-zone, 2 to 3 fighter squadrons were deployed. The combat direction for fighter squadrons was given directly by the command post of each air-defense sub-zone, but the authority to order fighters to sortie and take off rested with the group command. In order to strengthen the air defense of key areas, more than 270 of the best-performing British fighters at the time (40% of the total) were deployed near London.

To fully leverage the performance of its fighters and anti-aircraft artillery in striking enemy aircraft, apart from one fighter squadron deployed in each air-defense zone, one to four anti-aircraft-artillery divisions were also deployed in important air-defense zones. In early August 1940, Britain had only seven anti-aircraft-artillery divisions, with a total of fewer than 2,100 anti-aircraft guns (actual demand was roughly 8,000), leaving air-defense weaponry markedly insufficient, and, at the time, domestic anti-aircraft-gun production was also very low, producing only 40 guns per month. The British air-defense command, in light of the reality that anti-aircraft-gun production could not be substantially increased within a short period, followed the operational guidance principle of concentrating strength on key points while also giving consideration to general needs, scientifically allocating the existing anti-aircraft guns, and deploying nearly half of them within the London area.

3. Establishing an early-warning radar network with London at its core and the coastline as its focus. Britain was the first country in the world to apply radar to air-defense early warning. Before the German air raids against Britain, Britain had already established an early-warning radar network comprising 51 radar stations, centered on London, with special emphasis on the English Channel coastline, essentially covering both of Britain’s defensive early-warning networks. The first radar network (the home-defense radar network) could effectively monitor targets flying at altitudes above 4,500 meters; the second radar network (the home-defense low-altitude search radar network) was mainly used to search for low-flying targets at altitudes below 760 meters. It was precisely because of this well-established air-defense early-warning network established before the war that, in the anti-air-raid operations, Britain was able to promptly determine German aircraft’s direction of approach, timing of approach, and combat forces and equipment, and, at the main axes of German air raids, concentrate its limited air-defense strength, carrying out effective interception against German air raids.

4. Flexible and appropriate anti-air-raid tactics. In response to the characteristics of German air-raid operations at the time and its own actual circumstances, in addition to flexibly deploying fighter units and anti-aircraft-artillery units, the British air-defense command also adopted a series of extremely flexible and effective tactical methods for fighter units. First, they focused on destroying enemy bomber formations first, and then carrying out pursuit attacks. At the start of the war, German fighters’ typical targets lay along the British coast or in areas near the coast. By the time British radar had detected the incoming enemy aircraft and ordered friendly fighters to scramble, the German aircraft had either already dropped their bombs, or were already withdrawing and returning to base. In light of this situation, the British adopted the following countermeasures: once contact was made in combat, while the enemy aircraft were still preparing to drop their bombs, they would first concentrate their strength to break up the German bomber formations, disrupting their aim and bombing; and when the German aircraft had already dropped their bombs and were withdrawing, British fighters would exploit their speed advantage to pursue and attack. Adopting this tactic not only lowered the accuracy rate of German bomber attacks, but also shot down a considerable number of enemy aircraft. Second, they employed a divide-and-conquer tactic. This tactical method was typically used to deal with German combined aircraft groups operating deep in the British rear. The greatest advantage of this tactic was that it forced the enemy to disperse its forces, unable to carry out large-formation, concentrated bombing against a single target, while also helping British fighters achieve local superiority, defeating German aircraft piecemeal. Third, they employed a dispersed-concentration attack tactic. Because German aircraft operated near the British coastline or offshore, where time was pressing, the British air force could not always organize large formations to sortie, often committing squadrons as their basic combat unit. Accordingly, British forces adopted the dispersed-concentration attack tactic, meaning multiple fighter squadrons, at differing time intervals, attacked the German aircraft formations from different directions. Fourth, they employed a pincer tactic. When the German combined aircraft formations conducted operations, they typically adopted a two-layer deployment method, with bombers positioned in the lower layer and fighters positioned in the upper layer. Accordingly, British fighters adopted a pincer tactic to counter this: when launching an assault, they would use one squadron (or a smaller flight) to entangle and lure away the German fighters, drawing them away from the combined-arms formation; while another one to several squadrons would attack the German bombers, causing the two groups to lose mutual coordination and become unable to support one another. The British air force achieved rich results using this tactic. Fifth, they employed a large-formation air-combat tactic. They adopted relatively large formation groups to conduct air combat, forming local superiority. This allowed their limited fighter units both to carry out combat operations to fight for command of the air, and also to commit corresponding forces to strike the bombers, exchanging small losses for greater victory. Sixth, they employed small-formation units to penetrate deep into German-controlled territory to harass Germany. Britain, in order to pin down and weaken German strength, mainly used bombers to conduct night raids against German air bases. Although the forces committed were relatively small, because German air bases were widely dispersed (more than 400 airfields scattered across France, Belgium, and the Netherlands, comparatively close to Britain), these British raiding operations essentially had little tactical effect at the campaign level, but strategically and psychologically played a role in harassing the German forces.

From “the Battle of Britain,” we can see that Britain and Germany engaged in fierce competition for command of the air throughout the entire campaign. The first step of Germany’s “Operation Sea Lion” was to seize command of the airspace over the English Channel, in order to create the conditions for a landing invasion. But its air force never managed to seize command of the airspace over the English Channel, and “Operation Sea Lion” was thus abandoned as a result. From this, it can be seen that the struggle for command of the air ran throughout the entire campaign, and, without command of the air, combat operations could not be carried out at all. But it should also be recognized that, under any circumstances, command of the air is, in both time and space, a relative concept, and that maintaining command of the air requires uninterrupted, active combat operations.





Chapter 99: Japan’s Air Raid on Pearl Harbor

(December 8, 1941)

On December 8, 1941, without any declaration of war, Japan launched a sudden attack against the American naval base of Pearl Harbor using naval and air power, and the entire raid lasted two hours. At the cost of only 29 aircraft and 5 special-type submarines lost, Japan destroyed or damaged all eight battleships and more than ten other major warships in the harbor, destroyed more than 180 aircraft, and killed or wounded more than 3,600 American personnel. The American Pacific Fleet suffered a devastating defeat, and the next day the United States declared war on Japan, thereby igniting the Pacific War. It can be said that the raid on Pearl Harbor formed an important component of Japan’s strategic plan for launching the Pacific War: it not only changed the balance of naval and air strength between Japan and the United States in the early period of the war, but also allowed Japan to seize command of the air and command of the sea in the southern Pacific. This battle is regarded as the most successful strategic surprise-attack case study in the history of world warfare. Studying and researching this case study holds important significance for our senior military commanders. Future wars will very likely begin with a strategic surprise air attack, with the very first strike determining who seizes — or loses — the strategic initiative; at the same time, it warns us that, even in peacetime, we must remain vigilant against potential danger, making thorough preparations for military struggle, and remaining ready at all times to respond to an invading enemy.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

Pearl Harbor is located at the center of the Hawaiian Islands — Oahu Island, with an area of 598 square kilometers; it was the largest American naval base in the Pacific, and also the headquarters of the American Pacific Fleet. After Japan launched the Pacific War, it planned to occupy the Philippines, Malaya, the Dutch East Indies, and other resource-rich regions, and to seize strategic points, in order to establish an occupied zone and an outer defensive perimeter around the Japanese home islands. Striking the American Pacific Fleet, the primary target of the raid on Pearl Harbor, was a major component of Japan’s strategic plan for its southward advance. As early as around 1940, Japan’s naval command had already considered the idea of a submarine attack on Pearl Harbor. In early 1941, the commander-in-chief of the Combined Fleet, Isoroku Yamamoto, proposed a plan to carry out a large-scale surprise attack using naval air power, and preliminary research into how to implement the plan had already begun, drawing up an operational plan codenamed “Z.” The plan called for organizing a strike force built primarily around advance-guard submarines and aircraft carriers, launching a surprise, long-distance raid against the American naval base at Pearl Harbor in the Hawaiian Islands, dealing a devastating blow to the American Pacific Fleet from the outset, destroying its aircraft carriers, eliminating the threat they posed to Japan, and ensuring that Japan could then smoothly proceed with its southward advance. From September 10 to 13, after Japanese naval officers had conducted a map exercise at the Naval War College, they concluded that the key difficulty in carrying out the raid lay in the difficulty of maintaining secrecy, that the weather along the flight route was subject to complex changes, and in the tactical questions surrounding the raid itself. Beginning in September, Japanese naval aviation began intensive pre-battle training targeting these issues, and, based on the terrain of Kagoshima, which resembled that of Pearl Harbor’s operational theater, and given the shallow water depth of Pearl Harbor, only 12 meters, developed a dedicated shallow-water torpedo.

Because Yamamoto’s plan ran counter to the Japanese navy’s traditional strategic doctrine of “decisive battle by interception,” it met with opposition from the Naval General Staff and some senior officers within the Combined Fleet. They believed that the raid on Pearl Harbor would necessarily disperse Japan’s own naval aviation strength, which could not be concentrated for use in the southward advance, while also carrying enormous risk, since resupply at sea would be difficult, and refueling and replenishment opportunities would be scarce, and the fleet might well suffer heavy losses, placing the overall strategic situation in an unfavorable position. Yamamoto firmly insisted on carrying out the raid on Pearl Harbor at the start of the war, emphasizing: “If the southward advance is truly necessary, then attacking Pearl Harbor, in order to guarantee the success of the southward advance, is likewise absolutely necessary,” and stated that if this plan were not adopted, he would resign as commander-in-chief. Given his firm insistence, the plan was finally approved on November 3. On November 5, Japan issued Top-Secret Operational Order No. 1. On November 25, Yamamoto ordered the strike force to set sail for Hawaii along a course avoiding the usual shipping lanes in the northern Pacific. After 12 days and 3,600 nautical miles of sailing, and four mid-course refuelings, the strike force smoothly arrived, at 04:30 on December 8, at its predetermined position for deploying its aircraft, 200 nautical miles north of Pearl Harbor, and immediately launched its air raid.

The Japanese plan of operations: Japan believed that the disputes between Japan and the United States could no longer be resolved through negotiation, and that, should Japan advance south, it would inevitably encounter military obstruction from the great powers with interests in Southeast Asia, and that a resort to force by both sides was unavoidable. Accordingly, Japan sought to exploit a rare, favorable opportunity — with the attention of the great powers focused on Europe and with no time to spare elsewhere — to take the initiative through a preemptive strike, eliminating the main obstacle to its southward advance: the main strength of the American Pacific Fleet stationed at Pearl Harbor, thereby realizing its long-planned southward advance strategy, occupying the Philippines, Malaya, the Dutch East Indies, and other resource-rich regions, and seizing strategic points; establishing an occupied zone and outer defensive perimeter around the Japanese home islands, driving out American, British, and Dutch influence from the western Pacific region; expanding Japan’s own sphere of influence; and forcing the “United Nations” to “resolve” the China question as soon as possible, in order to secure the strategic initiative for Japan.

The American plan of operations: because Japan’s expansion directly infringed upon American interests in the Far East, the disputes between the two sides over the contest for authority in the western Pacific and the delineation of spheres of influence grew ever sharper in the course of negotiations. The United States attempted, through economic blockade and by reinforcing the Pacific Fleet, to exert pressure on Japan, forcing Japan to abandon its southward advance plan and preserve America’s existing gains.

Comparison of the two sides’ forces: Japan’s forces consisted of 6 aircraft carriers, 25 other combat vessels, and 423 aircraft, of which 40 were torpedo bombers, 129 were fighter-bombers, 103 were bombers, 78 were fighters, and 73 were other types of aircraft. American forces consisted of more than 370 combat aircraft, 200 anti-aircraft guns, and 86 warships of various types, of which 8 were battleships, 7 were cruisers, 28 were destroyers, and 5 were submarines.




II. Course of the Battle


(1) The Fleet’s Assembly and Voyage

On November 18, 1941, the Japanese fleet’s advance echelon disguised itself as a routine outbound patrol formation, departing separately from Saeki Bay and Yokosuka port, sailing along the middle route and southern route toward Hawaii; in reality, this was intended to reconnoiter and monitor Oahu Island and American fleet activity there. On the 26th, the strike force set out from Hitokappu Bay along the northern route, and, by around 04:30 on December 8, had arrived at its predetermined deployment area (200 nautical miles north of Pearl Harbor), completing its final pre-attack preparations within an extremely short period of time.



(2) The Air Raid

The raid on Pearl Harbor was carried out primarily by naval aviation. A combined total of more than 350 aircraft were dispatched, organized into two strike waves, delivering successive attacks.

At 05:30 on December 8 (30 minutes before the first strike wave took off), Japan organized direct reconnaissance, dispatching two seaplanes to reconnoiter the flight routes, the anchorage and mooring conditions of ships in the harbor, the mooring locations of the training port, and weather conditions, and also conducted a broad search of the sea near the two channels east and west of Oahu Island. The first wave took off between 06:00 and 06:15, comprising 183 aircraft: 49 bombers, 51 dive bombers, 40 torpedo bombers, and 43 fighters, with the bombers serving as the lead formation. In flight, they adopted a dense diamond-shaped formation, with the bombers positioned in the center of the formation at an altitude of 3,000 meters, the dive bombers on the left, and the torpedo bombers on the right, at an altitude 500 meters lower, and the fighters positioned ahead and on both flanks providing cover, at an altitude of 5,000 meters. At 07:40, they reached the northern edge of Oahu Island, and, according to their pre-planned attack formation, the torpedo bombers descended to an altitude of 1,000 meters, flying along the western mountainous region; the dive bombers climbed to an altitude of 4,000 meters, following the valley to reach the navy’s main airfield; the bombers continued at an altitude of 3,000 meters, circling around the western part of Oahu Island, flying along the southern coast toward Pearl Harbor; the fighters advanced from the western mountainous region, blockading the airspace above Oahu Island. Because Pearl Harbor faces the sea to the south, and its remaining three sides have no tall terrain features to speak of, it could not form a natural air barrier.

The airspace over the harbor was open, the water surface within the harbor was expansive, and the docks, warehouses, and other military installations were comparatively concentrated, with warships typically anchored close together, making them extremely easy targets to strike from the air. At 07:55, just as the flag was being raised at the base, the Japanese strike formation swooped down on Pearl Harbor fiercely from all directions. The dive bombers first attacked Hickam Field, Wheeler Field, and the Ford Island naval air station, suppressing air-defense firepower, entering their attack runs from different directions and dropping their bombs from a diving altitude of 1,500 meters. The torpedo bombers crossed the western mountains, and, splitting into two groups, attacked the warships on both the eastern and western sides of Ford Island from altitudes of 15 to 30 meters, respectively; one group of 16 aircraft approached directly from the northwest, dropping torpedoes against ships on both sides of Ford Island, while another group of 24 aircraft circled around the naval docks, approaching from the southeast to concentrate their torpedo attack against the battleships on the eastern side of Ford Island; the bombers approached from due west, primarily bombing the battleships on the eastern side of Ford Island, while simultaneously bombing Hickam Field, where anti-aircraft-artillery firepower was concentrated. In their attacks, ten aircraft formed a single column (with each aircraft spaced 200 meters apart), passing over their targets in succession, dropping bombs from an altitude of 3,000 meters. Six fighters, without encountering any interception from American aircraft, strafed Wheeler Field, Hickam Field, and Ford Island and Kaneohe naval air stations, respectively.

The times at which the various aircraft groups began their attacks were as follows: the dive bombers at 07:55, the torpedo bombers at 07:57, the fighters at 08:00, and the bombers at 08:02, with the attack ending at 08:45, lasting 45 minutes.

The second wave was composed of 170 aircraft: 54 bombers, 81 dive bombers, and 35 fighters. They took off at 07:15, forming their attack formation at 08:48; each aircraft group avoided the first wave’s flight route, entering from the eastern side of Oahu Island, with fighters providing cover on the formation’s left flank, and the bombers and dive bombers crossing the eastern mountainous region to reach their targets. At 09:02, the attack began; the dive bombers primarily targeted the warships, the bombers primarily targeted the air bases, and the fighters, while blockading the airspace, strafed the various military bases and command-organ buildings. The attack ended at 09:45, lasting 43 minutes.

The two waves of attacking aircraft groups entered the harbor area along different routes, launching attacks from six different directions, effectively avoiding the dead angles of terrain, and carried out a nearly saturation-level torpedo attack and aerial-bombing assault against the warships moored at the piers in the eastern, northern, and western directions, inflicting devastating damage upon the American fleet. After the war, at the memorial building constructed spanning the wreck of the sunken battleship “Arizona,” an inscription commemorates that moment of catastrophe.

Once the various Japanese aircraft groups had finished their attacks, they all withdrew rapidly toward the open sea southwest of Oahu Island, and gathered to return to the fleet northwest of Kaena Point on Oahu Island.

After all the aircraft involved in the raid on Pearl Harbor had returned to their carriers, some of the fleet’s officers advocated for a second strike, attempting to destroy the harbor’s fuel depots and repair facilities, but the fleet’s commanding officer, Vice Admiral Chuichi Nagumo, believing that “the objectives of the attack have already been achieved, and a second strike would only risk greater losses,” decided to halt further sorties, and the entire fleet swiftly withdrew along its original course.

The raid on Pearl Harbor lasted a total of one hour and fifty minutes, though the time actually spent on the attack itself was only one hour and twenty-eight minutes. Japan committed a combined total of 350 aircraft, dropping various types of bombs totaling 556 bombs (including 49 800-kilogram armor-piercing bombs), totaling 144 tons. The American forces suffered catastrophic losses: of the eight battleships in the harbor, four sank and four were damaged; of four cruisers, one sank and three were damaged; of the destroyers, two sank and one was damaged; and eight auxiliary vessels were also damaged, with a combined total of more than 20 warships of various types sunk or damaged — accounting for 50% of the 42 major warships in the harbor at the time. Of 370 aircraft stationed on the island, 260-odd were destroyed or damaged, accounting for 70% of the aircraft on the island. The United States suffered 2,403 killed and 1,178 wounded, dealing a devastating blow to the American Pacific Fleet. Japan, meanwhile, at the minor cost of losing only 29 aircraft, 6 submarines, and 25 personnel, achieved a tremendous victory, leaving the American Pacific Fleet unable to sortie for nearly half a year.





III. Analysis

Japan’s raid on the American naval and air base at Pearl Harbor was a successful strategic surprise attack of the Second World War. Although more than 60 years have passed, the reflections it left for later generations remain manifold — there is both the successful experience of Japan’s surprise attack, and the lessons of the crushing defeat suffered by the United States. Japan’s surprise attack mobilized the American people, bringing together America’s enormous national strength and popular will into a formidable force for war — a political price the Japanese government could not afford. But militarily speaking, this case remains a classic example of a strategic surprise attack, occupying an important place in the history of world warfare, and is a model case study for senior military commanders of all countries to study.


(1) Using “peace talks” to carry out a strategic deception, politically and militarily lulling the United States into a false sense of security

In order to ensure the success of the surprise attack, Japan’s Imperial General Headquarters adopted extensive deceptive measures, going to great lengths to lull the United States into complacency through negotiations. In early 1941, Japan’s ambassador to the United States, Kichisaburo Nomura, began holding talks with American Secretary of State Cordell Hull regarding the interests of both countries in the Pacific, holding as many as 60 meetings within half a year. In July, Japanese Prime Minister Fumimaro Konoe personally sent a letter to American President Franklin Roosevelt, declaring: “there is no issue between our two countries that cannot be resolved through negotiation,” and that “Japan has no intention of encroaching upon American-British interests in the Pacific.” On November 5, the very day Japan issued its first top-secret operational order, in order to further lull the United States into complacency, Japan again dispatched a special envoy, Saburo Kurusu, to Washington to assist Ambassador Nomura in the negotiations, and, feigning a conciliatory posture toward the American government, insincerely stated: “given the current, extremely severe situation, we urgently hope for a friendly resolution through Japan-U.S. talks.” At the same time, Japan’s newly appointed prime minister, Hideki Tojo, in an address to the House of Peers, likewise declared that “Japan will continue diplomatic talks with the United States, with the aim of eliminating hostile actions, restoring normal relations between the two countries, and, as much as possible, preventing the spread and expansion of the European war.” The United States, deeply convinced by these assurances, had President Roosevelt immediately announce to the press that “the Japan-U.S. talks have not broken down.” Secretary of State Hull likewise stated that “the Japan-U.S. talks can continue.” After this, the pace of the Japan-U.S. talks even picked up. On November 26, the day the Japanese strike force had already set out from port toward Pearl Harbor, Japan’s representative still maintained the appearance of eagerly seeking to reach an agreement with the American Secretary of State. It was not until December 8, when the American president’s secretary announced that Japan had already attacked Pearl Harbor, that special envoy Kurusu was still at the State Department requesting a meeting with the American Secretary of State.



(2) Repeatedly rehearsing and refining tactical and technical key challenges

Attacking Pearl Harbor posed many tactical and technical difficulties for the Japanese navy, requiring a long-distance sortie across the sea; there was much that needed to be resolved through repeated rehearsal, in order to make solid progress in combat preparation. In order to enable the strike force to develop a powerful assault capability, while also avoiding the exposure of its target through overly large training formations, it was decided to organize a combined strike force of six carriers (accounting for three-fifths of Japan’s total navy fleet of ten carriers), which, compared with the number used in America’s own Pacific naval exercises, was double the number, along with two battleships, two heavy cruisers, one light cruiser, eleven destroyers, and eight oilers, organizing this entire force into the 1st Air Fleet. In addition, six submarines (comprising 27 fleet submarines carrying five special-type midget submarines) were organized to serve as the vanguard force, tasked with reconnaissance and monitoring the Hawaiian waters and intercepting American warships. The pilots of the strike force’s naval aviation possessed comparatively strong combat and technical standards, and, from late August, began training on the eight islands of Kyushu, including Kagoshima, Oita, and Sasebo. The focus was on resolving the technical problems of precise aiming at close range and shallow-water torpedo attacks (the harbor at Pearl Harbor is narrow and only 12 meters deep); surface vessels, meanwhile, mainly conducted refueling training. Afterward, from mid-November, they concentrated at Hitokappu Bay with the battleship as their target, conducting three comprehensive combat exercises in succession. These training exercises resolved many technical and tactical difficulties in the Japanese navy’s combat operations, such as fuel replenishment at sea and the problem of conducting shallow-water torpedo attacks at short distances, thereby laying a solid tactical and technical foundation for the entire Japanese fleet’s operation.



(3) Using every possible means to gather intelligence on the Pearl Harbor area

Japan gathered intelligence through its military attachés, consulates, and other overt diplomatic channels, and also dispatched spies (before the war, the number of spies who had infiltrated Oahu Island exceeded 200) to conduct reconnaissance. At the same time, they organized naval officers disguised as businessmen, sailors, and others to conduct detailed reconnaissance of the planned northern raiding route by traveling aboard merchant ships past Aleutian Island and Hitokappu Bay. They ascertained that this route saw no merchant-ship traffic in winter, and no aircraft activity, and that, despite occasionally poor weather along the route, it remained passable. Through these activities, Japan grasped the various defensive installations on Oahu Island, the type, number, and mooring locations of American aircraft and warships, and the pattern of American military activity during peacetime and on holidays.



(4) Adopting a variety of means to conceal the operational intentions of its actions

In its pre-war training, the training area chosen was Sakurajima Bay in southern Japan, while the assembly point was chosen to be Hitokappu Bay — both locations that were extremely unlikely places for the enemy to anticipate. The training grounds and assembly point were also completely cut off from external communications and correspondence during the training. After training concluded, the participating units in the raid moved into the assembly area in secretive batches. During the fleet’s 12-day voyage, the use of wireless communication was strictly prohibited, but the fleet remaining behind in Japan’s home waters, along with naval aviation units in the Kyushu region, were required to frequently transmit wireless radio communications, in order to give the impression that the Japanese fleet’s main strength remained within Japanese home waters, effectively concealing the movements of the strike force. Domestically, meanwhile, a facade of peace and normalcy was maintained. Major coastal ports organized landing exercises that had nothing to do with the raid on Pearl Harbor, and invited naval attachés from various countries stationed in Japan to observe. From November 5 to 7, sailors’ families were invited to visit Tokyo Harbor to celebrate. In early December, the Japanese merchant ship “Tatsuta Maru” continued to sail as usual, brightly lit at night, en route to Yokosuka. Through the above disguise measures, Japan effectively confused and misled the Americans, thereby ensuring the surprise of the raid.



(5) Choosing a concealed flight route and a favorable moment to attack

In selecting the flight route, Japan researched the northern, central, and southern routes, keeping concealment as its guiding priority. It concluded that, although all three of these routes lay outside the range of American patrol aircraft based at Wake Island, Midway, Johnston Island, and Palmyra Island, the central route (passing south of Midway) and the southern route (passing through the Marshall Islands) had comparatively good weather, with more merchant-ship traffic, making them easy to be discovered; whereas the northern route (between the Aleutian Islands and Midway) saw no merchant-ship traffic during winter, and was further from American-controlled islands, making it easier to remain concealed and easier to achieve surprise, though the problem was that the weather was poor, and navigation and resupply at sea were comparatively difficult. After conducting research, Japanese authorities ultimately chose the northern route, and decided to have three submarines take the lead position ahead of the fleet to conduct patrol and warning duties, with destroyers screening ahead of the fleet group, in order to be ready to change course promptly should any unusual circumstances arise.

Regarding the timing of the attack, because American naval vessels typically returned to port on a weekly basis, on Sundays most warships would be moored in port, and, at the same time, since holiday mornings were the most relaxed and complacent moments for the enemy’s readiness, Japan chose to launch its attack early on the morning of Sunday, December 8, in order to achieve surprise.



(6) Strictly guarding the secrecy of the surprise-attack plan

Japan limited the scope of those who knew of the raid plan to only a small number of the highest-ranking military figures. At the time, only 13 people had advance knowledge of the surprise-attack plan. Even the foreign minister did not learn of the matter until after November 27, and even the Japanese emperor was not informed until December 2. This is precisely what ensured the plan’s high degree of secrecy and its smooth execution.



(7) American misjudgment and negligence contributed to Japan’s success

The reason the American forces suffered such a devastating blow in this raid — their own misjudgments and negligence — was likewise an important factor contributing to Japan’s success.

1. Strategic misjudgment. After the outbreak of the German-Soviet war, American authorities mistakenly believed that Japan would exploit this “golden opportunity” to advance north against the Soviet Union, or south to occupy Southeast Asia, and had not anticipated that Japan would direct its spearhead against the United States, let alone that Japan would conduct a long-range raid against Pearl Harbor. After the American Pacific Fleet came under surprise attack, President Roosevelt, upon receiving the report, still half-doubted it, believing this to be “an unverified rumor,” and was thoroughly deceived by Japan’s false assurances.

2. The command echelon was negligent, and inattentive to detail. As early as January 27, 1941, the American ambassador to Tokyo had once reported to the State Department: “Japan is currently preparing to launch a sudden attack against our Pacific Fleet’s anchorage, Pearl Harbor.” Afterward, American intelligence organs repeatedly intercepted Japanese diplomatic telegrams — for example, they discovered that Japan had sent people to dispatch spy communications about Pearl Harbor, and Americans considered it merely ordinary espionage activity. Also, in November 1941, in the final stage of the Washington talks, the Japanese government had instructed its ambassador in Washington on several important matters regarding the timing of the talks’ termination and the deterioration of Japan-U.S. relations, and had warned against damaging the appearance of ongoing negotiations. American senior leadership knew of all this, yet still did not take these circumstances seriously. Particularly notable is that, on the eve of the raid on Pearl Harbor, American intelligence organs had intercepted an important Japanese telegram, and, on the morning of December 7, translated the full text (whose gist was: accusing the American government of formulating a plan to expand the war, and that all efforts to negotiate cooperation had failed, and continuing negotiations would be meaningless). The situation was already extremely clear, yet the United States still took no active measures. At 11:00 that day, only the army’s Chief of Staff, George Marshall, having seen this telegram report, suggested to the Chief of Naval Operations, Harold Stark, that “the situation should be conveyed to all overseas commands,” to which the reply was “there is no need.” Later, despite Marshall’s insistence that Hawaii’s overseas command be urgently reminded to strengthen its state of readiness, by the time Pearl Harbor came under attack, the notification had still not been received five hours later.

3. The garrison was entirely unprepared. Although war was already imminent, the commanding officer of the Hawaii garrison forces still believed that “we are the ones being watched here; Japan would not dare take such a risk,” and so was completely unprepared. The defensive plan for the Hawaii area, drawn up by the American army and navy, stipulated that army aviation was responsible for patrolling the nearby coastal waters (within 20 nautical miles) around Oahu Island, while the navy was responsible for reconnaissance of distant waters (700 to 800 nautical miles), but this was never actually implemented. After the Japanese strike aircraft formation appeared north of Oahu Island, it was once detected by a radar station, but the personnel on duty mistakenly believed it to be their own aircraft, and neither investigated further nor reported it. When the Japanese aircraft formation was already directly overhead, the American commanding officer, eating breakfast at the time, still believed it was his own aircraft conducting an exercise; seeing the aircraft flying low and swooping down, he immediately turned and angrily cursed: “these careless fools, they should know the strict regulations, no direct diving allowed…” — before he had even finished speaking, the bombs were already raining down. On Sunday, the fleet moored at Pearl Harbor had, as usual, given officers and men shore leave, and, to facilitate their coming and going, the hatches and watertight doors on the ships had all been left open. As a result, when the ships were struck and lost their balance, large quantities of seawater flooded in, causing them to sink rapidly. Most sailors had already left their ships, most pilots had left the airfield, gunners were not at their stations, and anti-aircraft ammunition was stored in warehouses. Every holiday, the radar stations at Pearl Harbor were manned only from 04:00 to 07:00; the intelligence command center at Pearl Harbor (whose most important task was to monitor the aerial situation) had no duty personnel at all on holidays. The telegraph communication system between Fort Shafter and Fort DeRussy (the location of the Hawaii command headquarters) also did not operate on holidays. In the early morning of Sunday, December 8, the entire Oahu Island area presented a picture of complete peacefulness. Therefore, when the sudden Japanese attack struck, aircraft could not take off, warships could not weigh anchor, anti-aircraft guns could not open fire, and command and communications broke down entirely, leaving the base utterly unable to fight back, entirely at the enemy’s mercy. More than 50 years later, when this author accompanied a Chinese military delegation on a visit to the American Pacific Command headquarters, we saw, on the main wall of the headquarters building, bullet holes left by Japanese machine-gun fire, still preserved to this day. These bullet holes, symbolizing the lessons of complacency, are firmly etched in the hearts of the officers and men of America’s Pacific forces, an eternal ache.





Chapter 100: Moscow’s Urban Anti-Air Raid Operations

(July 22 – December 5, 1941)

On June 22, 1941, fascist Germany suddenly launched a massive invasion against the Soviet Union. The German air force concentrated more than 4,950 combat aircraft, bombing Soviet airfields and many cities, important railway hubs, and some bridges located along the border regions, from the Baltic to the Black Sea, and to a depth of 500 kilometers. In the German air force’s surprise attack, Soviet aviation sustained heavy losses.

Facing German aerial bombing, the Soviet air force drew lessons from the first month of the war, strengthening Moscow’s air-defense measures. It established a unified, centralized air-defense command organ, and increased the air-defense strength of the Moscow region. The Moscow air-defense operation was directed by the Soviet Air-Defense 1st Army and the 6th Fighter Aviation Corps. Air-defense strength was deployed in a deep, echeloned formation across the Moscow region, with the greatest concentration of air-defense weaponry on the western and southwestern flanks, where the threat of enemy air power was greatest; the defense extended in depth from 20 to 350 kilometers. Fighter aviation divisions were deployed within a radius of 100 to 120 kilometers around the capital. After the first several large-scale raids, in order to expand the area of activity for counterattacking aircraft, fighter aviation divisions were redeployed to airfields 200 kilometers west of Moscow. Ground-based air-defense artillery was deployed in three layers, at 24, 22, and 18 kilometers, and the early-warning intelligence units established, around Moscow, two concentric ring-shaped early-warning belts and one tightly organized air-surveillance zone. The warning radar network was arranged along the Klin–Vyazma line. The first early-warning belt was positioned 200 to 250 kilometers from the city; the second early-warning belt was positioned 150 to 170 kilometers from the city. Along the northwestern and southwestern approaches to the city, tightly monitoring the areas around the city center, six anti-aircraft-searchlight illumination zones were established (later, in the campaign’s later stages, a dense, concentric ring of anti-aircraft searchlight illumination zones was established around the city), with each zone spanning 3,035 square kilometers.

Germany’s plan of operations: because Germany’s Army Group Center had, along the Moscow front, come under continuous, stubborn Soviet resistance, its advance was obstructed. Germany planned to use its air power to carry out continuous, intense, large-scale air raids against important Soviet targets in the capital, Moscow, attempting to weaken the Soviet war-making potential, terrorize the city’s residents, undermine the will of Soviet citizens to resist, shake their determination to resist, and thereby create conditions to help German ground forces occupy Moscow before winter arrived, winning the entire war before the year was out, in order to turn around the increasingly unfavorable strategic situation Germany faced in the west, and to concentrate its forces against Britain.

The Soviet plan of operations: in response to Germany’s comprehensive invasion and its air raids on Moscow, the Soviet State Defense Committee specially issued a decision on strengthening the “Air Defense of Moscow,” rapidly strengthening the air-defense strength of this region, and establishing an operational guidance policy of fighter aviation as the primary means, combined with a broad range of air-defense weapons and equipment, in deep, extensive defensive operations, mobilizing 300,000 civilians to join various air-defense organizations, resisting the enemy’s air raids, seizing command of the air, and pledging to defend the capital to the death, defeat Germany, and win the war.

Comparison of the two sides’ forces: German air power consisted of Army Group Center’s air force, comprising the 2nd Air Corps (4 bomber wings), with a combined total of 1,700-odd combat aircraft of various types, with each bomber wing deployed respectively at Minsk, Bobruisk, Orsha, Vitebsk, and other locations and the various airfields near the Moscow front. The Soviet air-defense strength consisted of the Air-Defense 1st Army (commanding 19 independent anti-aircraft-artillery regiments, with each anti-aircraft-artillery regiment comprising an anti-aircraft-gun regiment, an anti-aircraft-machine-gun regiment, and a searchlight regiment, 13 independent anti-aircraft-artillery battalions, and other units), and the 6th Fighter Aviation Corps (commanding 11 fighter regiments, later increased to 23 fighter regiments). In total, they possessed 602 fighters, 796 medium-caliber anti-aircraft guns, 248 small-caliber anti-aircraft guns, 336 anti-aircraft machine guns, 618 searchlight stations, and 124 barrage-balloon stations, deployed within a radius of 250 kilometers of the city center around Moscow.




II. Course of the Battle

The Moscow air-defense operation began on July 22, 1941 and ended on December 5, 1941, lasting four and a half months, and can be divided into three phases.


Phase One: Resisting Large-Scale Air Raids from Multiple Directions (July 22 – August 15, 1941)

On the night of July 22, 1941, after conducting three weeks of aerial reconnaissance against Moscow’s air-defense system, German forces carried out their first large-scale air raid against Moscow. This raid involved 250 bombers, flying along the Minsk, Orsha, Smolensk, and Vyazma route toward Moscow. As they approached the urban area, part of the formation changed course, breaking into the airspace above the city from different directions. The German bomber formation was organized in four echelons, spaced 30 to 40 minutes apart, bombing at altitudes of 2,000 to 3,000 meters, and the bombing continued for five hours, dropping a combined total of 104 tons of bombs and 46,000 incendiary bombs. The Soviet forces scrambled 170 fighters to intercept, and, in the ensuing air combat, lost 12 aircraft; the anti-aircraft-artillery units also fired fiercely upon the German aircraft, expending a combined total of 29,000 artillery shells and 130,000 anti-aircraft-machine-gun rounds, shooting down 10 enemy aircraft. In the course of the raid, Stalin and other leaders personally visited the air-defense command post to direct operations. Under the resolute resistance of Soviet air-defense strength, the great majority of German aircraft were forced to drop their bombs before reaching their targets, and only a small number of German aircraft managed to break through into the target area. A German pilot recalled: “When the aircraft was 30 kilometers from Moscow, the searchlights along the flight route lit up, and, by the time we reached the airspace over the city, Moscow had become a suddenly erupting volcano; dozens of light and heavy anti-aircraft-artillery groups guarded the airspace over the Soviet capital, and more than 300 searchlights left the pilots dizzy, unable to find their targets.”

On July 23 and 24, Germany successively committed 115 and 100 aircraft respectively to night raids against Moscow, but neither achieved success. After this, large-scale raids involving more than 100 aircraft alternated with small-formation raids, but both were repelled and intercepted by Soviet air-defense weaponry, and none managed to break into the airspace over Moscow.

In the first phase, Germany carried out a combined total of 18 night raids against Moscow, flying 1,700 bomber sorties, of which 8 involved more than 100 aircraft, with the rest ranging between 50 and 60 aircraft each. Germany lost 200 aircraft shot down, and only 70 sorties managed to break into the airspace over Moscow.

At the same time, Soviet long-range aviation and front-line aviation carried out counterattacks against the German air bases used to raid Moscow, bombing 67 and 51 airfields respectively, playing an important role in protecting Moscow from German bombing.

In addition, the aviation units of the various fronts along the western border of the Soviet Union also actively coordinated in combat operations. In July alone, the Western Front’s aviation flew 9,067 sorties, dropping 1,206 tons of bombs, destroying 538 German aircraft of various types; in August, they flew 6,930 sorties, dropping 1,060 tons of bombs, destroying 533 German aircraft. This had a major effect in weakening the offensive momentum of the German air force, and thwarting its air-raid intentions.



Phase Two: Resisting Continuous Small-Formation Raids (August 16 – September 30, 1941)

This phase was a period of preparation for Germany to launch a new offensive against Moscow. Because the German air force had suffered heavy losses in the first phase of raids, and because Soviet strikes against German airfields also played an important role, the number of German raids against Moscow decreased markedly, and Germany changed its tactics, primarily relying on small-formation or solo continuous harassment attacks over several hours at a time.

Because the Soviets strengthened camouflage of their airfields and dispersed their aircraft, along with active fighter operations, the German air force could not, before its raids on Moscow, clearly determine the disposition of Soviet air power, and, as a result, when German forces struck the primary airfields, they instead came under Soviet counterattack, and suffered relatively heavy losses. In September alone, Soviet forces destroyed as many as 175 German aircraft on the ground at airfields.

During this period, in order to reduce the losses caused by Soviet attacks on their airfields, the German air force began paying attention to shifting its airfields. During the day, German units would take off from forward airfields and land there, but at night they would return to second-line (rear) airfields or airfields with more reliable air-defense equipment protection, leaving only a small number of aircraft at their forward airfields, and these mostly fighters.



Phase Three: Resisting Air Raids Before the Ground Battle (October 1 – December 5, 1941)

In this phase, in order to coordinate with the Battle of Moscow, German forces concentrated 1,390 aircraft, supporting the ground forces’ advance, while further intensifying the air raids against Moscow. Because the ground front line was, by this point, much closer to Moscow, Germany relocated to forward

airfields near the front lines, and, because its fighters were now able to escort bombers, it also began conducting daytime raids. In addition, German forces also drew off part of their strength to suppress Soviet air-defense weaponry, blockading Soviet fighter airfields. German forward airfields were now close to Moscow, and could sortie several times within a day and night. On October 25, Moscow alone issued as many as six air-raid warnings that day.

In October, Germany carried out a combined total of 31 raids, 13 by day and 18 by night, flying 2,018 sorties. But because of the active resistance of Soviet fighter aviation and anti-aircraft-artillery units, Germany lost 278 aircraft shot down, and only 72 sorties managed to break into the airspace over Moscow.

By mid-November, as the battle for the outer suburbs of Moscow was about to begin, the German 2nd Air Corps had 670 aircraft, while Soviet aviation operating in the Moscow area had 1,058 aircraft — 60% more than Germany. Through the concentrated use of forces in the Moscow theater, the Soviet air force achieved command of the air in the primary direction, greatly restricting enemy aircraft activity, and, while actively supporting the ground forces’ operations, also effectively carried out its mission of defending Moscow from the air.

During this period, because the German air force was preoccupied with concentrating its main strength to support its ground operations, it almost entirely halted its raids against Soviet airfields. Accordingly, the Soviet air force decided to deploy several regiments’ worth of strength at a single airfield, in order to be able to rapidly concentrate its strength should the threat arise. Soviet air forces at the time adopted this dense deployment as a measure of last resort, because within the Moscow region there were not enough airfields available to disperse the Western Front’s aviation, Moscow’s air-defense aviation, Supreme Command’s reserve aviation, and some independent air groups.

In this phase, Soviet air-defense fighter aviation, front-line fighter aviation, and anti-aircraft-artillery units coordinated their operations, effectively protecting the Soviet capital. From November 14 to December 5, 1941, Germany carried out 41 air raids against Moscow, 17 by day and 24 by night, flying a combined total of 1,953 bomber sorties, but only 26 managed to break into the airspace over the city, accounting for 1.4% of total sorties. Soviet fighter aviation and anti-aircraft artillery, together, shot down 198 German aircraft.

By early December, Soviet forces transitioned to a counteroffensive, and German air raids against Moscow dropped sharply, and Moscow’s anti-air-raid operations were, essentially, brought to a conclusion.





III. Analysis

Moscow’s air-defense operations in the early period of the Soviet Great Patriotic War constituted an extremely successful case study of capital (or major city) air-defense operations, providing important experience for the air defense of every country’s capital during and after the Second World War, and to this day are still emulated in the deployment and combat training of every nation’s air-defense forces. Successful case studies of urban air defense are rare, making this case study a classic, holding extremely valuable reference significance for our own future capital and major-city air-defense operations. Its main distinguishing features are as follows:


(1) Unified command, and concentrating superior forces in the primary defensive direction

Before the war, the Soviet Union had no unified command system for its national air defense, and its forces were dispersed. After the outbreak of war, Soviet Supreme Command quickly established an air-defense command headquarters, exercising unified leadership over national air-defense operations, concentrating its forces to protect important targets. Moscow’s air-defense strength, within just one month, increased by two-thirds, and, by July 1941, comprised 19 fighter aviation regiments, 9 anti-aircraft-artillery regiments, 3 anti-aircraft-machine-gun companies, 2 barrage-balloon regiments, 2 searchlight regiments, and 2 early-warning intelligence regiments. At the same time, the Soviet forces in the Moscow region established a dedicated combat group, led by the air-force commander, exercising unified command over the combat operations of the Moscow air-defense aviation, the aviation of the various fronts, and Supreme Command’s reserve aviation stationed in that region. By concentrating forces and unifying command, the Soviet air force gradually gained campaign-level command of the air over Moscow’s central region, and effectively resisted large-scale German air raids against Moscow. After the war, the Soviet forces established the Air Defense Forces, as a branch of service equal in status to the army, navy, and air force.



(2) Combining various types of air-defense weaponry, closely coordinating them, and organizing a deep, echeloned, ring-shaped defense

Moscow’s air-defense deployment was composed of fighter aviation, anti-aircraft artillery, anti-aircraft machine guns, and barrage balloons, organized into a layered interception belt. Front-line fighter aviation established two interception lines west of Moscow, intercepting German bombers raiding Moscow. Air-defense fighter aircraft were responsible for interception within the outer periphery of the Moscow area. Anti-aircraft artillery formed a concentrated firepower net around the city, particularly strengthening the density of firepower in the primary direction. When the firepower density increased to the point that enemy aircraft encountered 200 to 240 bursts of anti-aircraft fire per kilometer of flight, barrage balloons were used to reinforce protection of the primary directions of the city center and suburbs, while anti-aircraft machine guns were mainly used for low-altitude protection of important targets within the city. The Soviet air-defense forces’ echeloned, ring-shaped defensive deployment remains, even to this day, the basic pattern of Russia’s capital air-defense strength — following the deployment of air-defense missiles, only the depth of the defense has grown much greater.



(3) Adopting flexible countermeasures promptly, tailored to changes in German tactical characteristics

In the early period of the war, the German air force adopted a tactic of attacking in successive waves. At the outset, no matter how many aircraft the Germans committed, the moment they approached the target, Soviet fighters would sortie in full force to intercept them. But once the main German aircraft formation had assembled, Soviet forces would find their own strength inadequate. In order to resolve this problem, in later anti-air-raid operations, Soviet forces, in light of the characteristics of German rotational bombing, adopted a method of committing greater numbers of aircraft, and stipulated that flying units must strictly scramble their aircraft according to the type of alert received. In this way, Soviet units would already have their fighters in the air to meet the enemy by the time the main German force arrived. In addition, in order to counter German raids concentrating their strength against airfields, Soviet forces, on one hand, made use of concealed field airfields, dispersing their forces; on the other hand, they also constructed many decoy airfields, in order to confuse the enemy.

The employment of anti-aircraft-artillery units also attended to improvements in tactical methods. Early on, German air raids against Moscow mainly took place at night, and night-time anti-aircraft artillery could only fire in a barrage pattern, which achieved poor results. Afterward, Soviet forces adopted a new, simple, and effective firing method, not firing in a barrage but instead firing directly at points on a pre-planned map of the target airspace. In August 1941, all Soviet anti-aircraft-artillery units adopted this new firing method, greatly improving anti-air-raid effectiveness.



(4) Combining resistance and counterattack, actively striking German air-raid strength, striving to destroy enemy aircraft while still on the ground at their airfields

During the first phase of the German air raids against Moscow, when the bombing campaign against Moscow was at its most frenzied, Soviet long-range aviation and front-line aviation bombed 118 German airfields, forcing Germany to significantly reduce its raids against Moscow in the second phase. In October, having learned intelligence that German forces intended to concentrate their bombing against important targets, the Soviets concentrated large numbers of air-force strength to bomb the depth of the enemy’s rear areas, causing Germany heavy losses on the ground, forcing the German air force to delay its original plan.



(5) Combining field air defense with the air defense of important areas, mutually supporting and coordinating operations

The front-line aviation and field anti-aircraft-artillery units responsible for field air defense, in support of army operations, coordinated with Moscow’s air-defense aviation and anti-aircraft-artillery units. The front-line aviation and field anti-aircraft-artillery units were responsible for eliminating German bombers near the front lines, while the air-defense fighter aviation and anti-aircraft-artillery units were responsible for eliminating German aircraft raiding Moscow.

At the same time, the Moscow air-defense fighter aviation and anti-aircraft-artillery units, responsible for the air defense of important areas, also actively supported ground-forces operations, taking on part of the field air-defense mission. For example, in October and November 1941, during these two tense months, in order to cover Soviet ground forces’ operations, the air-defense fighter aviation’s 6th Corps flew a combined total of 400 to 500 sorties, striking German tank and motorized formations. Anti-aircraft-artillery units also drew off part of their strength to conduct direct-fire operations, taking part in the fighting against German tanks and motorized forces.



(6) Widely establishing civil-defense organizations

On July 2, 1941, following a resolution of the Soviet People’s Commissariat, Moscow reorganized and expanded its civil-defense organizations. Throughout the city, 300,000 people joined air-defense organizations. Self-defense groups were widely established in factories, government offices, and residential areas, providing air-defense knowledge training to residents aged 16 to 60. Every district of Moscow established civil-defense units, later reorganized as independent cadre battalions. Moscow also organized four civilian-defense repair regiments, including a road and power-production repair regiment, an urban-facilities repair regiment, and a bridge-repair regiment. In addition, there was also an air-defense corps composed of Komsomol members and young people, about 5,000 strong, mainly deployed in the suburbs, carrying out civil-defense duties.





Chapter 101: Israeli Air Force Air Raids in the Third Middle East War

(June 5–11, 1967)

On June 5, 1967, Israel launched a sudden “lightning-style” attack against Egypt, Syria, Jordan, and other Arab nations, triggering the Third Middle East War. In order to seize the initiative in the war, Israel conducted thorough strategic planning, and, at the very start of the war, mobilized the entire nation’s resources to carry out strategic air raids, seizing strategic command of the air, paving the way for ultimate, comprehensive victory in the war. The Arab nations suffered severe losses, and were forced to accept a ceasefire under humiliating terms, ceding territory. Because this war lasted only six days, and resulted in a lopsided rout that reached a swift conclusion, it is also known as the “Six-Day War.” In this war, the way in which Israel and the Arab nations each employed their air forces presented a stark contrast; the experience of victory and the lessons of defeat both stand as classics in the history of warfare, offering later generations rare and valuable case studies for research and study.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

The Third Middle East War arose against the backdrop of the great-power rivalry for global hegemony between the United States and the Soviet Union, the two superpowers of the time, and was the inevitable result of the two Cold War military blocs threatening and confronting one another.

After the early 1960s, as the United States sank ever deeper into the quagmire of the Vietnam War, becoming unable to attend to other matters, the Soviet Union seized the opportunity to rapidly penetrate the Middle East region, swiftly upgrading its strategic relations with Egypt and Syria. The rapid expansion of Soviet influence in the Middle East seriously threatened American strategic interests. In order to change its passive position in the contest for influence in the Middle East, the American government formulated a new strategic plan, deciding to provide Israel with various types of new weapons and equipment, comprehensively arming it, using Israel to strike at Soviet influence and check the Soviet Union’s expanding influence in the Middle East.

For historical reasons, Israel had, for a long time, been at odds with the Arab nations, and continuously prepared for war against Egypt as its primary adversary. As early as 1963, Israel had already drawn up a plan to “annihilate the Egyptian air force on the ground first,” a targeted air-raid plan against Arab nations calling for “steering the battlefield toward the enemy’s own territory, never allowing our own country to become the battlefield.” With American support, Israel’s military strength rapidly grew stronger, and it began to provoke conflicts, deliberately creating border incidents, intensifying tensions with the surrounding Arab nations. In May 1967, in order to lure Egypt into striking first, and with the support of the United States, Israel openly issued threats of aggression against Syria, and Israel publicly declared it would attack Syria “at a time and place of its own choosing, and in a manner of its own choosing,” and deliberately leaked a piece of “top-secret intelligence” that Israel would concentrate 11 to 13 brigades’ worth of strength along the Syrian border, and planned to launch an offensive against Syria on May 17. Egypt, Syria, and the other Arab nations ordered their forces to enter the highest state of readiness, mobilizing their citizens for war. On May 19, in order to find a pretext to declare war on Egypt, Israel greatly intensified its troop reinforcements along the front line facing Egypt. On May 21, under the pressure of powerful domestic public opinion in Arab nations, Egypt’s President Gamal Abdel Nasser dispatched troops to enter the Sharm El Sheikh area. On May 22, he announced the blockade of the Strait of Tiran. On May 23, in response to the blockade of the strait, Israel’s forces entered a state of combat readiness. Israel immediately seized on the blockade of the strait, accusing Egypt of “an act of aggression against Israel,” declaring it would carry out “a resolute struggle.” On May 24, Israel’s representative to the United Nations Security Council stated that, in order to “defend itself” and “maintain freedom of navigation,” it would bring its military strength to bear to open the Strait of Tiran. The foreign minister set off in succession for Paris, London, and Washington, to gauge the attitudes of the United States, Britain, France, and other nations; the prime minister and chief of the general staff inspected the Negev desert front, boosting the morale of the troops there. At 15:00 on May 28, the Israeli cabinet made a decision: on one hand, to continue diplomatic efforts, striving to gain the support of international public opinion, while creating a smokescreen; on the other hand, to demand that the military rapidly complete final preparations for war. Because Egypt’s President Nasser had underestimated the risk Israel was willing to take, believing Israel would not launch an offensive, or at least that a full-scale war would not break out, and, under this paralyzed, complacent mindset, rejected a proposal to “launch a preemptive strike before Israel’s own aggressive posture had fully unfolded,” and instead ordered his forces to adopt a defensive posture. On May 27, May 29, and June 3, he issued three separate public statements, declaring that Egypt would “not fire the first shot” and “would not launch an offensive.” In order to demonstrate his sincerity, he even lifted the highest state of readiness of Egyptian forces on the Sinai Peninsula.

Israel’s plan of operations: Israel planned to rely primarily on its air force and armored forces to launch a preemptive strike, first using the air force to carry out fierce air raids, destroying Egyptian air strength on the ground, and seizing command of the air; on the ground, it would use the Sinai Peninsula as its main theater, with its northern and central sectors as the primary axis of attack, using tanks and mechanized forces as the vanguard, avoiding Egypt’s main strength and its thinly defended sectors, and then rapidly developing the offensive in depth, continuously forming pincer encirclements against Egyptian forces, annihilating Egyptian forces on the Sinai Peninsula, and occupying the Sinai Peninsula. At the same time, along the Jordanian direction, it would advance along two routes, occupying the area west of the Jordan River, while maintaining a temporary defensive posture along the Syrian direction, waiting for a favorable opportunity, and, once a favorable opportunity arose, declaring a ceasefire, and proceeding to negotiations.

The Arab nations’ plan of operations: the Arab side, credulously trusting the assurances of the two superpowers, and, in particular, Egypt harboring illusions about Soviet support, seriously underestimated the risk Israel, the aggressor, was willing to take, and planned to carry out a coordinated strategic defense, holding strategic strongpoints separately in three directions — the Sinai Peninsula, the west bank of the Jordan River, and the Golan Heights — coordinating to smash the Israeli advance, and then, relying on Soviet strength, seeking a political solution.

Comparison of the two sides’ forces: Israel’s forces consisted of 250,000 active-duty personnel, and more than 200,000 strategic reserve personnel, with 1,100 tanks, more than 1,500 armored vehicles, more than 400 combat aircraft of various types (of which 273 were combat-ready aircraft), 50 ground-to-ground missiles, 18 combat vessels, 200 artillery pieces, and more than 500 anti-aircraft guns. The Arab side’s total forces numbered 400,000, with 3,000-odd tanks and 882 aircraft of various types (of which 563 were combat-ready aircraft).




II. Course of the Battle

At 07:45 on June 5, 1967 (08:45 Cairo time), on a Sunday morning, Israel exploited the fact that Egyptian officers and men had just finished their weekend and were still in the process of shift change, with their level of readiness relatively lax, and concentrated nearly its entire force of combat aircraft (even including trainer aircraft), organizing four waves, launching a surprise attack in succession against 19 air bases in northern and central Egypt and on the Sinai Peninsula, the bridges over the Suez Canal, ferry crossings, and a number of other Arab nations’ targets. In the first wave of the raid, Israel struck ten of Egypt’s airfields, with the primary objectives being to destroy the Egyptian air force’s Tu-16 bombers, Il-28 bombers, and MiG-21 fighters. The second wave began at 08:15 and ended at 12:30, striking eight Egyptian air bases. The third wave began at 12:45 and ended at 15:45, striking five Syrian, two Jordanian, and one Iraqi air base. After completing its assault on 25 air bases belonging to the Arab nations, from 17:15 to 18:00, Israel again struck Egypt’s Cairo International Airport and another air base. In the course of these raids,

Israeli aircraft flew into the airspace over the Mediterranean at an extremely low altitude of only 10 meters above the sea’s surface, avoiding detection by Egyptian and Jordanian radar. After crossing onto land, they climbed to an altitude of 20 meters, and, upon reaching the target area, climbed further to 60 to 150 meters to carry out their attack. Israel adopted the operational principle of “first strike the runway, then strike the aircraft,” and, tactically, employed four-aircraft flights as their basic combat unit, using a special penetrating bomb designed by French engineers, carrying out solo, sequential dive-bombing runs. On this single day, Egypt and Syria had a combined 286 aircraft destroyed on the ground, accounting for 80% of their total combat aircraft strength, essentially losing all combat capability, while Israel lost only 19 aircraft.

Over the following two days, the Arab nations lost a combined total of 416 aircraft destroyed, of which 398 were destroyed on the ground, accounting for 94% of the total lost. By the ceasefire on the 11th, the Arab side had lost a combined 452 military aircraft of various types. Egypt’s and Syria’s air forces were almost entirely wiped out, with Jordan’s air force losing half its strength, and Syria’s air force losing a third of its own. From the very first day of the war, the Israeli air force had firmly seized command of the air, providing powerful air support for the advance of ground forces and their rapid securing of victory. Afterward, with air-force support, Israeli ground forces successively launched large-scale offensives against Egypt’s Gaza Strip, Jordan’s west bank of the Jordan River area, and Syria’s Golan Heights and other targets. Jordan, Egypt, and Syria — the three countries — were forced, on the 8th, 9th, and 11th respectively, to announce their acceptance of the United Nations Security Council’s “ceasefire resolution.” Although the war lasted only a brief six days, it inflicted enormous losses on the Arab nations, with a combined total of more than 20,000 killed, 35,000 wounded, 6,500 captured, and 560 aircraft and 820 tanks lost. Israel, meanwhile, at the extremely minor cost of 800 killed, 2,500 wounded, 19 captured, 46 aircraft lost, and 200-odd tanks lost, occupied 65,000 square kilometers of Arab territory.




III. Analysis

In the Third Middle East War, Israel’s strategic air raids against the Arab nations formed a highly representative case study of a surprise air-raid campaign in the years since the end of the Second World War through 1967. The Israeli air force’s strategic employment, choice of timing, determination of objectives, tactical methods, and every other aspect still offer considerable reference value for air-raid operations conducted today. And the devastating losses suffered by the Arab air forces stand as one of the most humiliating episodes in the history of world air warfare. Their errors in strategic decision-making, inadequate war preparation, low quality of troops, and passive operational command all stand as profound lessons that later generations should draw from and take to heart.


(1) Highly creative strategy and tactics, together with the surprise of the air raid, determined the outcome of the war

The Israeli air force’s air raid against the Arab nations was the most significant and influential surprise air-combat operation since the end of the Second World War through 1967, in terms of its impact on the course and outcome of the war. Israel, starting from the actual reality of its own small territory and population, had, as early as the latter half of the 1950s, already established an independent operational thinking, holding that “defensive operations must be conducted in enemy-held territory.” Under the guidance of this operational thinking, they adopted the operational principle of “he who strikes first prevails,” advocating for taking the initiative to strike first, annihilating the enemy’s air force on the ground. To this end, they made corresponding improvements in the areas of weapons and equipment, and had their pilots undergo long-term, highly realistic simulated training. On the tactical and technical level, they adopted ingeniously creative tactics such as choosing an unexpected timing for the assault, committing their entire combat strength in the initial strike, and using long-range flights along unconventional routes — all of which exceeded the standard bounds of conventional tactics, and were beyond the expectations of the Arab side, achieving campaign-level surprise. In addition, after thorough planning and thorough preparation before the war, the Israeli air force achieved a campaign surprise that exceeded even Arab expectations. In the very first stage of the war, Israel devoted its full strength to seizing command of the air, and, within just three hours of the war beginning, essentially wiped out the Egyptian air force, gaining a decisive victory.

On the very first day of the war, Israel destroyed the great majority of the air power of Egypt, Jordan, Syria, and other countries on the ground, achieving absolute command of the air. This not only ensured that Israeli territory and its advancing ground forces were free from Arab air-raid threats, but also forced the Arab ground forces’ traffic and transportation systems to constantly come under Israeli air attacks, causing the Arab commanders to become paralyzed, morale to sink, and their forces to fall into disorder and chaos. This is precisely why Israel’s swift victory over the Arab nations, achieved through seizing absolute command of the air, laid the foundation for both political and psychological deterrence, shaking the Arab nations’ resolve to resist, and influencing certain countries’ policies toward the Middle East. Therefore, examining the war as a whole, although every branch of Israel’s armed forces participated in the war, it was the air force that ultimately played the decisive role. From a certain perspective, it can be said that the air force decided the outcome of the war within the first three hours of the war beginning. As Egyptian President Nasser acknowledged after the war: “In reality, we were defeated the moment we lost the war in the air, before the ground war even began.”

Actual combat practice proved that Israel’s decision to commit its entire force to seizing command of the air at the very outset of the war, and, once it had secured command of the air, immediately shifting its main strength to support the ground forces’ advance, was a successful strategic application, fully leveraging the powerful strike capability and mobility of modern air power. As a Japanese newspaper commented on this war: “This is a model example of the true value of fully leveraging air power within the shortest possible timeframe of a decisive campaign.” In addition, the surprise achieved in the early period of the war carries great significance. In a short, sharp war, whoever strikes first prevails, and the decisive factor determining victory or defeat is the surprise achieved by that first strike. The outbreak of the war, and Israel’s rapid victory, owed to the fact that Israel was able to achieve a rapid, decisive victory while still holding an inferior position in overall strength.



(2) The training quality of commanding officers and pilots was an important factor determining the outcome of air-combat operations

Although the failure of the Arab nations’ air forces was, at the most fundamental level, a strategic misjudgment by the government and the highest levels of military command, poor personnel training quality was also an important factor in their defeat. Some foreign military commentators believed: “The reason Israel dared to launch a war against an adversary with a clear numerical advantage, apart from American support, was that the decisive factor was the combat effectiveness of the Arab nations’ armed forces.” At the time, the main equipment of the Egyptian air force and air-defense forces was first-rate Soviet-made equipment, but because most of the personnel had a low level of education, they found it difficult to master and put this equipment to effective use. At the start of the war, only 50% of Egypt’s air force pilots were immediately available for combat, and when caught by surprise, Egyptian and other Arab air-force pilots scrambled to intercept, but they were no match for the Israeli pilots, and many were shot down. Several SA-2 missile positions were unable to counter low-altitude targets, and the operating personnel had not fully mastered the firing methods for engaging supersonic aircraft, and thus failed to play any effective role.

From the standpoint of command, there was no organized coordination at all between the air force and the army or navy; radar deployment failed to establish a tight air-defense warning network, and misjudged the surprise nature of the Israeli air raid. Aircraft were not urgently dispersed or camouflaged, but instead remained neatly lined up on the airfield tarmac, and, after coming under the initial surprise attack, panicked, and still had not completed combat preparations by the time the enemy struck again several hours later — the lessons here are extremely profound.

On the Israeli side, air-force pilots, though few in number, were nearly all in excellent physical and mental condition, and, whether in air combat or ground operations, demonstrated well-trained standards, achieving extremely high combat efficiency during the war. Israeli commanders were flexible, proactive, and displayed an aggressive spirit. These characteristics were shared from the lowest-level commanders all the way up to the chief of the general staff. In particular, senior commanders, compared with their Arab counterparts, demonstrated far superior ability in drawing up operational plans, comprehensively employing various weapons, and responding quickly to unexpected developments.



(3) Faulty decision-making and negligent vigilance were the fundamental reasons for the Arab air forces’ crushing defeat

In May 1965, the war had already reached a point where it could erupt at any moment, and Israel had already completed its strategic deployment along the border. But Egypt and the other Arab nations’ leadership groups, intoxicated by international public opinion and the hope that the great powers would intervene to restrain Israel’s aggressive adventurism, thereby lost their vigilance and relaxed their war preparations. Air-force units failed to draw up any air-raid warning system, and aerial reconnaissance failed to form any kind of network. When Israel’s first wave of invading aircraft entered the Mediterranean and turned south along the Red Sea, Egyptian radar had already detected them, but Egyptian air-force command failed to take any measures, mistakenly believing them to be American 6th Fleet aircraft conducting training exercises, causing the more than a hundred aircraft deployed at nine airfields to be left utterly defenseless.

The Israeli air force’s first strike against nine airfields on the western Sinai Peninsula and in the canal zone began at 07:45; the strikes against the other ten airfields were carried out intermittently over the following several hours, while the strikes against the Syrian, Jordanian, and Iraqi airfields were all carried out in the afternoon. It should be said that the Arab side had had more than enough time to take emergency measures, organize combat operations, or evacuate. Yet the Arab air forces sat idle, squandering the opportunity; they neither organized effective counterattacks or resistance, nor carried out dispersal and strengthened ground defenses, causing a force of air power that was numerically superior to lose its combat capability on the very first day of the war.

Looking at the comparison of air strength between the two sides, at that time the ratio of Egyptian, Jordanian, and Syrian combat aircraft to Israeli combat aircraft was 2.5:1, and the quality of the aircraft was not markedly different either; had they been used effectively, they could have achieved something. But the three countries’ air forces had no clear plan of operations or unified command system, and had drawn up no coordinated plan of operations at all. When it came to actually fighting, each fought on its own, and was defeated by the Israeli forces one after another. Syrian air forces sortied a small number of aircraft, bombing an Israeli refinery, causing only minor damage, but achieving nothing of significance for the overall course of the war. Jordanian air forces took the initiative to sortie, bombing an Israeli air base, but, receiving no coordination or support, were unable to expand upon their results, and the effort petered out midway. On the second day of the war, Iraq dispatched only one Tu-16 bomber, which carried out a token symbolic bombing run, but was shot down by Israeli forces before it even reached its target. Algeria and Libya sent 36 MiG-type aircraft as emergency reinforcements for Egypt, but, because they arrived unaware of how the war had actually developed, some of these aircraft landed at the Sinai airfields already occupied by Israeli forces and were taken prisoner, while others were forced to turn back.





Chapter 102: The American Air Raid on Libya

(April 15, 1986)

On the night of April 15, 1986, the American air force and naval aviation jointly dispatched more than 150 aircraft of ten different types, carrying out an operation codenamed “El Dorado Canyon,” striking three targets in the Libyan capital, Tripoli, and two targets in Libya’s second-largest city, Benghazi, simultaneously carrying out a “surgical strike” air raid under high-technology conditions. A combined total of 100 tons of bombs were dropped, and, within twelve minutes, the primary installations within the target zones were destroyed, killing 130 and wounding more than 600, achieving the anticipated effect. Libyan forces resisted with everything they had, and shot down one American F-111F fighter, but suffered devastating losses. This operation was the largest air-raid operation carried out by the United States since the Vietnam War, opening a new pattern of employing air power under high-technology conditions, and is regarded as a classic case study of an air-raid operation using air power alone to directly achieve a national strategic objective.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

Libya is located in northern Africa, bordering the Mediterranean Sea to the north, with an area of 1.76 million square kilometers and a population of about four million; it produces 60 million tons of petroleum annually, and is one of the larger petroleum-exporting nations in the world. Libya had originally been a military ally of the United States. In 1969, after Muammar Gaddafi, then only 28 years old, took power, he successively reclaimed American air bases in Libya, and abrogated nine military, economic, and technical cooperation agreements signed with the United States, turning instead toward a pro-Soviet, anti-American foreign policy, and relations between the United States and Libya grew tense as a result.

From March 24 to 25, 1986, a military clash broke out between the two countries, with Libyan forces sustaining heavy losses, and Libya vowed to retaliate. On April 2 and 4 that same year, a Pan Am aircraft and a discotheque in West Berlin, Germany, were bombed, causing casualties among 48 Americans. The United States claimed to have evidence that these were terrorist acts carried out by Libya targeting Americans, and decided to strike Libya from the air.

America’s plan of operations: using anti-terrorism as a pretext, the United States imposed economic sanctions against Libya, and applied diplomatic pressure; but, given the limited effectiveness of these measures militarily, and citing the West Berlin discotheque bombing and other terrorist incidents as being connected to Libya, decided to strike Libya militarily. On April 12, President Ronald Reagan dispatched a special envoy on a tour of Europe, seeking support; on the 13th, having obtained approval from British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher to use American air bases in Britain, the United States conducted a series of military preparations, and, through reconnaissance satellites and high-altitude reconnaissance, confirmed five air-raid targets: the area around Gaddafi’s command headquarters at Bab al-Azizia barracks, the Libyan navy’s raiding-force training base at Sidi Bilal, the military airfield at Jamahiriya, and the Benina military airfield. At dawn on the 14th, President Reagan urgently convened a meeting, deciding on the operational plan for the air raid on Libya; the American air force’s chief of staff, David Jones, flew to London to personally organize and command the air-raid operation, striving to strike at Gaddafi personally through the air raid, thereby eliminating him from power, removing the obstacle to America’s maintaining control over the Mediterranean coastal region, in order to achieve its objective of safeguarding its global hegemonic interests and checking Soviet hegemonic ambitions.

Libya’s plan of operations: Libya repeatedly declared that “Libya has nothing to do with terrorist activities,” and also declared itself “opposed to terrorism,” requesting that Saudi Arabia mediate, urging the United States to act with caution and avoid triggering a further escalation of tensions. In order to preserve its strength, Libya redeployed 400 fighters to the Soviet Union, closed several radar stations near the border, and detained foreign workers as hostages, moving them to oil fields to prevent American forces from bombing its “financial pillar.” At the same time, it stepped up domestic emergency mobilization, called up reserve forces, declared the entire nation to enter its highest state of readiness, strengthened air defense of certain important targets, and made thorough preparations to respond to a possible American military surprise attack.

Comparison of the two sides’ forces: American forces mainly consisted of forces stationed at British air bases and the naval 6th Fleet, tasked with carrying out the operation. Of these, the 6th Fleet’s “Coral Sea” and “America” carrier battle groups (two aircraft carriers, four to six nuclear submarines, and more than ten other combat vessels) were deployed in the central Mediterranean waters; the air force’s F/A-18, F-14 fighters, F-111F fighter-bombers, A-6 and A-7 attack aircraft, E-2C airborne early-warning aircraft, EF-111 and EA-6B electronic-jamming aircraft, and 150-odd aircraft including KC-10 and KC-135 tankers were deployed at RAF Fairford, RAF Mildenhall, and RAF Upper Heyford air bases in Britain. Libya’s total forces numbered 55,000, with 535 combat aircraft, 4,000 tanks, more than 30 air-defense missiles, and nearly 100 anti-aircraft guns.




II. Course of the Battle


(1) The Air Force’s F-111F Aircraft Conduct a Long-Range Raid on Tripoli

At 19:13 on the 14th, 10 KC-10 and 18 KC-135 tankers took off separately from RAF Fairford (9 aircraft) and RAF Mildenhall (19 aircraft). At 19:36, 24 F-111F fighter-bombers from the 48th Tactical Fighter Wing took off from RAF Lakenheath, while simultaneously 5 EF-111A electronic-warfare aircraft from the 42nd Electronic Combat Squadron of the 66th Electronic Combat Wing took off from RAF Upper Heyford. An hour later, these aircraft rendezvoused south of the English Channel, and, after completing their first aerial refueling over the Bay of Biscay, 6 F-111Fs, 1 EF-111A, and some of the tankers, serving as backup aircraft, returned to their original British bases, while the remaining aircraft continued flying south along a cruising altitude of 9,150 meters, around the western coasts of Portugal and Spain, and straight through the Strait of Gibraltar into the Mediterranean. En route, the F-111F aircraft split into three groups of six, each group led by the most experienced pilots, with two F-111F aircraft forced to turn back because of mechanical failure. After the F-111F aircraft carried out their fourth aerial refueling over the Mediterranean, and passed by Cape Bon, Tunisia, at 00:20 on the 15th, they reached a point 500 kilometers south of the western tip of Sicily, off the Libyan coast; after coordinating with air-force command, the formation was reorganized into groups of 8, 5, and 3 aircraft, and descended their altitude to an extremely low-altitude 60 meters, heading directly toward Tripoli.



(2) Carrier-Based Aircraft Launch to Carry Out Multiple Missions

From 00:20 to 01:20 on the 15th, 2 E-2C airborne early-warning aircraft took off from the carrier “Coral Sea,” circling in the airspace near the carrier, responsible for command guidance and monitoring the direction of the Benghazi combat fleet and aircraft. Twelve F/A-18 fighters took off to fly patrol at an altitude of 4,550 meters in two-aircraft formations, responsible for air cover for the Benghazi-area operations; another six F/A-18 fighters took off carrying “HARM” high-speed anti-radiation missiles, responsible for attacking Libyan air-defense warning and missile-guidance radar. Two EA-6B electronic-jamming aircraft took off, escorting eight A-6E attack aircraft carrying 750-pound and 500-pound MK-20 “Rockeye” cluster bombs, flying at extremely low altitude toward Benghazi; also, several KA-6 aerial-refueling aircraft took off, standing by for emergency use.

From 00:45 to 01:15 on the 15th, from the carrier “America,” 2 E-2C airborne

early-warning aircraft took off in succession, circling in the airspace near the carrier, responsible for command guidance and monitoring the Tripoli-direction combat fleet and aircraft, and for monitoring the movements of Libyan forces. They also flew 12 F-14 fighters, patrolling in two-aircraft formations at an altitude of 4,550 meters, providing air cover for operations in the Tripoli area; 6 A-7E attack aircraft took off, carrying “Shrike” anti-radiation missiles, responsible for attacking Libyan warning and missile-guidance radar; 2 EA-6B electronic-jamming aircraft took off, escorting 6 A-6E attack aircraft carrying 500-pound MK-82 “Snakeye” retarded bombs, flying at extremely low altitude toward Tripoli; several more KA-6 aerial-refueling aircraft also took off, standing by for emergency use.

At the same time as the above aircraft took off, four search-and-rescue helicopters also took off from the carrier, patrolling the waters between the carrier and the Libyan coast, ready to carry out rescue missions.



(3) Electronic-Warfare Aircraft and Anti-Radiation-Missile-Carrying Aircraft Engage in Electronic Combat

At 01:50 on the 15th, in the waters off Tripoli and Benghazi, Libya, 4 EF-111A and 4 EA-6B electronic-jamming aircraft carried out intense electronic jamming against Libyan ground radar and communication systems, jamming Tripoli and Benghazi at ranges of 80 to 120 kilometers, flying at altitudes between 6,000 and 8,000 meters. The jamming frequencies covered nearly the entire electromagnetic spectrum of communication systems and radar, from meter-wave to centimeter-wave, leaving Libyan radar within a 200-kilometer radius of the target area effectively blind, unable to accurately determine the position of the incoming aircraft, and paralyzing the communication systems at Libyan air-defense command centers and airfields. At the same time, the electronic-jamming aircraft also transmitted false radar signals, deceiving Libyan air-defense missiles. The electronic jamming continued right up until the air raid concluded.

At 01:54 on the 15th, under the escort of EF-111A and EA-6B electronic-jamming aircraft, 6 F/A-18 and 6 A-7E aircraft, having taken off from two aircraft carriers, skimmed the sea at an extremely low altitude of 60 meters, flying toward the waters off Tripoli and Benghazi. Each F/A-18 aircraft carried four “HARM” anti-radiation missiles, and, at a distance of about 48 to 64 kilometers from their targets; each A-7E aircraft carried six “Shrike” anti-radiation missiles, at a distance of about 13 to 16 kilometers from their targets, climbed to an altitude of 150 to 1,500 meters, luring Libyan warning radar and missile-guidance radar to activate, and, upon detecting these radar signals, launched their anti-radiation missiles, destroying them. At the same time, the F-111F and A-6E aircraft tasked with carrying out the strike, once they detected they had been locked onto by Libyan radar, would immediately relay this information to the anti-radiation-missile-carrying aircraft, guiding these aircraft to launch their missiles and destroy the offending radar.



(4) The F-111F and A-6E Aircraft Simultaneously Launch Their Assault Against Two Target Groups

At 02:00 on the 15th, under the protective cover of the electronic-jamming aircraft, the F-111F and A-6E aircraft, skimming the sea at an extremely low altitude of 60 meters, launched their assault simultaneously against the two target groups at Tripoli and Benghazi.

The first group, 8 F-111F fighter-bombers, turned sharply toward the northeast, striking the Bab al-Azizia barracks from the east toward the west; of these, five aircraft each dropped four 2,000-pound GBU-10 laser-guided “Paveway II” bombs. This raid destroyed Gaddafi’s residence, killing his adopted daughter and wounding two of his sons; the tent next to Gaddafi’s own residence was also struck with several holes, though Gaddafi himself escaped the bombing unharmed. In addition, one F-111F aircraft was struck by ground anti-aircraft fire, and after climbing to the coastline in an attempt to withdraw, exploded, and its two crew members were unable to bail out in time. Later analysis by American forces concluded that this aircraft’s bombs had struck the wrong target, hitting the French embassy and a nearby residential area, killing 37 people and wounding 93; two EF-111A aircraft failed to meet radar and infrared “double-lock” targeting requirements and did not release their bombs.

The second group, 3 F-111F aircraft, turned left, striking the Sidi Bilal port target from west to east; although they too dropped 2,000-pound GBU-10 laser-guided bombs, because the target area was shrouded in smoke, the bombing results were poor, with only a few craters left behind.

The third group, 5 F-111F aircraft, flew south, then turned to strike the military facilities of Tripoli International Airport from south to north, arriving later than the other groups; at 02:06 to 02:11, they dropped 500-pound MK-20 “Rockeye” cluster bombs, striking and destroying 6 Ilyushin Il-76 transport aircraft, damaging several more, and destroying the runway.

From 02:00 to 02:11, the F-111F aircraft finished dropping their bombs against the three targets at Tripoli, and withdrew northward, flying back along their original route after two more aerial refuelings, landing at their British air bases around 10:10. Of these, one F-111F aircraft, because of an overheating engine, changed its flight route, landing at the British air base of Mildenhall at 05:16; at 06:24 it landed at the Zaragoza air base in Spain. At 02:00, the A-6E attack aircraft also struck two targets at Benghazi, and by 02:13, all attacking aircraft had withdrawn out to sea.

Of the first group, 6 A-6E aircraft that had taken off from the carrier “America,” using MK-82 “Snakeye” 500-pound retarded bombs, struck the “People’s Corps” barracks in the western part of Benghazi; although neither side confirmed exact figures, at least two bombs missed the barracks, destroying two residential homes, and several more bombs exploded within the barracks compound.

Of the second group, 6 A-6E aircraft that had taken off from the carrier “Coral Sea,” 4 aircraft, using MK-20 “Rockeye” 500-pound and 700-pound cluster bombs, struck the Benina military airfield east of Benghazi, destroying 4 MiG-23 fighters, 2 F-27 transport aircraft, and 2 Mi-8 helicopters, damaging several more MiG-23 fighters and a Boeing 727 transport aircraft, and destroying several aircraft hangars and some support facilities. Because of a computer malfunction aboard their aircraft, the other 2 A-6E aircraft never entered the target area to carry out their attack.

At 02:46 and 02:53, the aircraft that had taken off from the carriers “Coral Sea” and “America” returned and completed their landings.





III. Analysis

The American air raid on Libya employed “surgical strike” precision-attack methods, using air power alone to accomplish a strategic-level combat mission, opening up a new tactic for precision strikes against specific enemy targets under informatized conditions. This revolutionary tactical method pioneered a new pattern of informatized combat operations, holding important research and study value. And the vivid metaphor of the “surgical strike” has since become a commonly used military term.


(1) The “surgical strike” air raid, employed for the first time as a new pattern of air power use

The so-called “surgical strike” air raid is one that uses air power to precisely strike an extremely sensitive strategic target, just as a surgeon removes a diseased lesion in a human body without damaging any other tissue or organ, achieving the campaign objective in a single stroke. This air-raid operation demonstrated the important significance of using air power precisely in modern localized wars and military confrontations. This operation combined tactics, campaign, and strategy into a single, unified whole — that is, from the perspective of the scale of forces committed, the United States dispatched only 150-odd aircraft, in terms of traditional concepts, no more than a campaign-scale operation, but in terms of command, this operation was personally directed by the commander of the 6th Fleet, at the campaign level, while the decision to conduct the air raid was made by President Reagan himself, in consultation with the Joint Chiefs of Staff, based on national intent. The objective of this air raid was relatively simple, aiming to “punish” Libya’s “terrorist activities.” To this end, the United States put forward three guiding principles for the operation: first, striking only targets related to terrorism; second, minimizing American casualties to the greatest extent possible; and third, avoiding, as much as possible, damage to buildings and civilians in the surrounding area. Based on these principles, the United States carefully selected five targets, and, based on the specific characteristics of each target, employed different attack aircraft and bombs. Some F-111F aircraft used 500-pound retarded bombs, striking Aziziyah barracks; F/A-18 and A-7 aircraft carried “HARM” and “Shrike” anti-radiation missiles, destroying five Libyan radar stations; A-6 aircraft used 750-pound cluster bombs, striking the Benina military airfield, hiding within the shrapnel of the cluster bombs to reduce the risk of detection by the friendly aircraft during the strike. At the same time, to ensure that no accidents occurred, American aircraft strictly followed a system in which no aircraft was permitted to enter Libyan airspace unless equipped. In the course of the attack, if a target was not simultaneously locked by both radar and infrared targeting systems, pilots were not permitted to release their bombs. In order to achieve a swift, decisive victory, and to minimize the amount of time exposed to enemy air defense, the entire air raid took only a brief dozen-some minutes. Moreover, only one F-111F aircraft was shot down, at relatively minor cost. Following the raid, subsequent developments demonstrated that Libya’s activities directed against American interests thereafter dropped dramatically. This American “surgical strike” against Libya achieved the anticipated strategic effect.



(2) Long-range raids, precision strikes, and night raids are the basic tactics of “surgical strike” air raids

The American operation against Libya demonstrates that long-range raids, precision strikes, and night raids have already become the basic tactical methods of “surgical strike” air raids.

The advantages of long-range raids: first, because the airspace weapon systems are deployed far from the attack target, it is relatively easy to achieve surprise in the air raid; second, through aerial refueling, the number of times aircraft need to change airfields can be reduced, lowering the intensity of the combat-support burden. At present, the operational range of the weapon systems of the world’s major military powers — particularly the United States — for wartime use, all exceed 1,000 kilometers. In “Operation El Dorado Canyon,” with the support of aerial-refueling aircraft, American air-force F-111F fighter-bombers took off from the British Isles, flying around the Strait of Gibraltar, and, after a round-trip flight of more than 11,000 kilometers, carried out their strike against the three predetermined targets in the Libyan capital, Tripoli.

The characteristics of precision strikes: first, the use of precision-guided munitions can generally achieve the effect of a first-strike hit, destroying the target with a single strike; second, based on different targets, different weapon systems and munitions can be used, controlling the degree of destruction of the target to a level that is “just enough,” minimizing collateral damage to the surrounding area. Since the start of the Vietnam War, the United States has employed precision-combat tactics. In “Operation El Dorado Canyon,” the munitions used by American forces were almost entirely precision-guided munitions, making this a classic example of a precision-strike operation.

Regarding the operational advantages of possessing night-combat capability, night raids can achieve unexpectedly great success. From “Operation El Dorado Canyon” and other more recent air-combat operations in localized wars, it can be seen that night raids have already become one of the basic tactical methods of “surgical strike” air raids and other air-combat operations. American air raids against Libya began at 02:00, and, during the Gulf War, the aircraft the United States dispatched at night accounted for 70% of total sorties; “Operation Desert Fox” was carried out mainly at night; during the 1998 American strike on the al-Shifa pharmaceutical factory in Sudan, it took place between 10:00 and 11:00 at night; and, during the Kosovo War, NATO’s air raids were also entirely completed at night and evening.



(3) Simultaneous multi-point strikes are an important operational method of “surgical strike” air raids

Simultaneous multi-point strikes refers to using combat strength to simultaneously strike multiple targets belonging to the adversary, giving the adversary no opportunity to react, ultimately achieving the goal of swiftly defeating the enemy. The Americans believed that the purpose of simultaneous multi-point strikes is to strike multiple target groups or systems belonging to the enemy simultaneously, at all levels of military action (strategic, campaign, and tactical), with a speed of recovery and adaptation faster than the enemy’s own, while simultaneously striking the enemy’s centers of gravity. In essence, simultaneous multi-point strikes involve mobilizing elite combat strength to strike a carefully selected set of targets in close proximity, delivering a devastating blow. Judging from several instances of “surgical strike” air raids, simultaneous multi-point strikes have already become an important method of air-to-ground strike operations. In “Operation El Dorado Canyon,” American air force and naval forces carried out simultaneous strikes against the five carefully selected Libyan targets, concluding the bombing operation within just twelve minutes, completing the destruction of the targets.

This method of simultaneous multi-point strikes embodies the modern conceptual approach of concentrating forces — but this concentration of forces is no longer about concentrating combat strength in a single primary direction or area, but rather about concentrating strike effectiveness against a primary target simultaneously. Shifting the point of focus from “area” to “target” is one of the important markers of the development of informatized combat operations. Looking at the development trends of modern combat operations, simultaneous multi-point strikes will become an important operational method for future “surgical strike” air raids and other combat operations. Nearly simultaneous strikes against every target within an enemy’s target set will become one of the characteristics of air and space combat operations.



(4) Close coordination between multiple types of aircraft is an effective guarantee for bringing the overall power of air power into full play

In order to effectively accomplish this air-raid mission, the United States, under the unified command and coordination of the E-2C airborne command-and-control system, brought together electronic-jamming and anti-radiation-missile destruction of the electronic-combat sub-system, air-patrol air-cover sub-system, and air-strike sub-system, forming an integrated, modernized, multi-functional combat system, coordinating closely across sub-systems to conduct integrated combat operations. In “Operation El Dorado Canyon,” American air force and naval forces flew a combined total of 150 aircraft, with 15 different aircraft types, including aircraft responsible for the main strike mission, aircraft providing fighter escort, early-warning aircraft, refueling aircraft, and electronic-jamming aircraft, with the ratio of main-strike aircraft to support aircraft standing at 1:3. The E-2C aircraft provided overall command guidance for the air raid, orbiting near the aircraft carriers; the EF-111F and EA-6B aircraft were responsible for electronic-jamming missions; the KC-10 and KC-135 tankers provided aerial refueling for the F-111F aircraft; and the F-111F aircraft and naval attack aircraft carried out the primary strike missions. The various types of aircraft closely coordinated with one another, forming a powerful air-combat group, fully leveraging the overall combat effectiveness of air power.



(5) Effective electronic warfare was the prerequisite for seizing electromagnetic control over the theater

In this air raid, the American air force and navy dispatched a combined total of 5 EF-111F and 14 EA-6B electronic-jamming aircraft respectively, accounting for 15% of the total number of support aircraft. Throughout the entire course of the air raid, the EF-111F electronic-jamming aircraft always accompanied the F-111F main strike aircraft formation, providing continuous escort jamming, preventing Libyan radar from detecting the targets in time. The carrier-based EA-6B and the air force’s EF-111F electronic-jamming aircraft, beginning six minutes before the raid began, conducted intense electronic suppression, blinding Libyan radar within a radius of 200 kilometers of the target area, preventing it from accurately determining the position of the American aircraft; the electronic-jamming aircraft also transmitted false radar signals, deceiving Libyan air-defense firepower. At the same time, F/A-18 and A-7 aircraft launched anti-radiation missiles, destroying five radar stations, thereby depriving Libyan air-defense forces of their “eyes.”





Chapter 103: Air Raids and Air Defense Operations in the Kosovo War

(March 24 – June 10, 1999)

On March 24, 1999, the NATO air forces, led by the United States, began a large-scale air-raid campaign against the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. This was the first time in NATO’s 50-year history that it took large-scale military action against a sovereign nation outside its traditional defense zone without United Nations authorization, and it met with stubborn resistance from Yugoslav military and civilian forces, as well as fierce condemnation from international public opinion. More than two months of frenzied, indiscriminate bombing brought enormous catastrophe to the people of Yugoslavia; the Yugoslav military adopted tactics of dispersal, concealment, and mobility, preserving its remaining military strength, to the shock and astonishment of the world. But because of Yugoslavia’s weak national strength and its inability to resist effectively, the Yugoslav government was ultimately forced to accept NATO’s ceasefire terms. This was the last large-scale localized war of the twentieth century, and set a classic example of preserving combat strength under conditions of a vast disparity in strength.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

The fuse that ignited the Yugoslav war was the Kosovo crisis. In October 1998, using the pretext of halting Yugoslavia’s implementation of “ethnic cleansing,” NATO intervened in the Kosovo issue, and, without authorization from the United Nations Security Council, decided to strike the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia from the air. In early 1999, as tensions over the Kosovo situation intensified once again, NATO once more resorted to the threat of force. Before the war began, NATO completed the deployment of its forces around the Yugoslav land and sea periphery, concentrating a combined total of 450 combat aircraft, of which the American forces contributed 270, and British, French, German, Italian, Dutch, Belgian, Canadian, Spanish, Portuguese, and Danish forces, among ten other NATO member nations, contributed 180. In the Bosnia-Herzegovina, Albania, and Macedonia regions bordering Yugoslavia, they deployed a land-force ground element numbering 20,000, along with tanks, armored vehicles numbering 300, and a large number of long-range artillery pieces. In the Adriatic Sea and Mediterranean Sea, NATO assembled a combined total of more than 30 warships from eight countries (including three aircraft carriers and four cruise-missile-capable warships), completing preparations for the air raid.

As early as when NATO first issued threats of an air raid, Yugoslav forces had already begun preparing for anti-air-raid operations. First, they constructed defensive installations at every strategically important location, strengthening air-defense personnel and equipment, and dispersed and deployed their existing 16 air-defense brigades and 15 air-defense regiments among various strategic strongpoints, forming a well-coordinated defense system. Second, before the war, they carried out nationwide mobilization for war and widespread propaganda, ensuring that the entire nation’s citizens were fully prepared, both psychologically and materially, to face NATO’s air raids. Before NATO’s bombing campaign began on March 24, 1999, the entire nation of Yugoslavia had already promptly shifted from a peacetime footing to a wartime footing, with Yugoslav commanders at every level entering concealed command positions, and air-defense forces prepared and ready for battle. In addition, the Yugoslav side drew on its own experience resisting NATO air raids during the Bosnian war, and, before the war, air-force air-defense forces carried out major exercises and evacuation-and-dispersal drills, particularly after the American-British “Desert Fox” operation concluded; Yugoslav military authorities dispatched personnel to Iraq to study anti-air-raid tactics, and studied the experience and lessons Iraq had drawn from resisting air raids, and, in particular, conducted deep research into methods for preserving military strength, evading cruise-missile attacks, and striking stealth aircraft, improving Yugoslavia’s own air-combat resistance capability.

NATO’s plan of operations: NATO believed that, for a small country like Yugoslavia, with limited military strength and a weak economic foundation, it fundamentally could not withstand air raids from a powerful military bloc such as NATO. In addition, because Yugoslavia’s “ethnic extermination” policy on the ethnic-minority issue had already drawn condemnation from Western public opinion, it had already fallen politically isolated, and a southward advance against Yugoslavia was likely to gain support, especially the tacit acquiescence of the Islamic world. But because China and Russia opposed it, action against Yugoslavia would not be able to gain Security Council authorization. With this asymmetric, high-low, fast-decisive operational approach, NATO intended, through fierce air strikes, coordinated with diplomatic isolation, economic sanctions, and psychological-warfare offensives, to weaken the Yugoslav military’s combat capability, war-making potential, and will to resist, forcing Yugoslavia to accept the peace-talk conditions NATO put forward, achieving the dual goal of both punishing Yugoslavia and pushing back against Russia, while also using this opportunity to control Europe.

Yugoslavia’s plan of operations: Yugoslavia believed that NATO’s use of force to interfere with Yugoslavia’s sovereign territory was politically apparent, and that the nation had no path of retreat. The Kosovo crisis touched upon issues of national sovereignty, and resisting NATO would certainly win the support and backing of the entire nation’s military and civilian population. Russia had strategic interests in the Balkans, and would not sit idly by in the face of NATO’s aggression. Although NATO’s military strength was formidable, it was constrained by various factors, and would find it difficult to sustain a prolonged war. Accordingly, Yugoslavia adopted an operational guidance policy of nationwide resistance, combined dispersal and concealment, protracted warfare, and outlasting the enemy while awaiting change, mobilizing the strength of the entire nation, fully exploiting the well-established defensive works and geographical advantages of the battlefield, adopting effective protective measures, preserving its strength to the greatest possible extent, and, with a courageous and unyielding spirit and flexible tactics, smashing NATO’s plan for a swift, decisive war, safeguarding Kosovo’s sovereignty and the unity and dignity of the nation.

Comparison of the two sides’ forces: before the war, NATO deployed a combined total of 450 combat aircraft of various types (of which 270 belonged to the United States, and 180 belonged to the other 10 nations), and 460 “Tomahawk” cruise missiles. After the war began, following three rounds of reinforcement, NATO actually deployed a combined total of more than 1,100 combat aircraft of various types (including 103 armed helicopters), of which fighters, ground-attack aircraft, and bombers numbered 454, reconnaissance aircraft numbered 46, electronic-warfare aircraft numbered 56, early-warning aircraft numbered 23, and tanker aircraft numbered 160, with transport aircraft and special-purpose aircraft numbering about 80.

Yugoslavia’s active-duty forces numbered a combined total of 125,000, organized into army, navy, and air-force branches. The army numbered 100,000, organized into three army corps (comprising 7 armies, 3 division-level headquarters, 6 tank brigades, 1 special brigade, 1 guard brigade, 4 mechanized-infantry brigades, 1 airborne brigade, 8 motorized-infantry brigades, 5 mixed-artillery brigades, 7 air-defense brigades, and 1 ground-to-air-missile brigade), equipped with more than 1,270 tanks of various types, 893 armored vehicles, and more than 1,500 artillery pieces of various types. The navy numbered 10,000, organized into one fleet and several support units and detachments, equipped with 81 combat vessels of various types. The air force and air-defense forces numbered 15,000, organized into one air-force army, one air-defense army, one army-level unit responsible for logistics support, 12 flying squadrons, and 8 ground-to-air-missile battalions and 15 anti-aircraft-artillery regiments, equipped with 238 combat aircraft (of which 15 were MiG-29 fighters), 52 armed helicopters, more than 100 air-defense missile launchers (24 SA-2 launchers, 16 SA-3 launchers, and 60 SA-6 launchers), 130 SA-9 and SA-13 series self-propelled short-range air-defense missiles, 800 “Bow” (2M/ASA-7), SA-16, and SA-18 shoulder-fired missiles, and 1,850 anti-aircraft guns of various types. In addition, there were also about 400,000 reserve-duty personnel, organized into 75 brigades.




II. Course of the War

Air-raid and anti-air-raid operations in the Kosovo War can broadly be divided into four phases:

Phase One: March 24–26 (local time). NATO carried out the first through third rounds of air raids against Yugoslavia, striking targets primarily consisting of Yugoslavia’s air-defense system, including airfields, radar, missile-launching positions, communications, and other installations. The primary aim was to gain command of the air over the Yugoslav region through the air raids. In this phase of the raids, NATO flew a combined total of 600-odd combat sorties of various types, dispatching advanced fighters such as the F-16, F-18, and EA-6B, along with B-52 strategic bombers and B-2 stealth strategic bombers, and warships stationed in the Adriatic Sea launched “Tomahawk” cruise missiles. Yugoslav forces, facing NATO’s large-scale air raid, put up stubborn resistance.

Phase Two: March 27 – 31 (local time). NATO carried out the fourth through seventh rounds of air raids against Yugoslavia, striking targets primarily consisting of Yugoslavia’s command centers, bases, and other core military targets, in order to paralyze Yugoslav military transportation and disintegrate Yugoslavia’s combat capability. At the same time, they continued bombing Yugoslavia’s various regional air-defense installations and important military targets nationwide. In this phase of the air raids, NATO flew a combined total of 1,000-odd combat sorties of various types, averaging about 250 sorties per round. From the sixth round of raids onward, NATO shifted from intermittent air raids to continuous, round-the-clock air raids against Yugoslavia. Yugoslav military and civilian forces responded with wit and courage, achieving considerable results. On March 27, northwest of Belgrade, Yugoslav forces shot down an American air-force F-117A stealth fighter-bomber — the first time this aircraft type had been shot down since it entered combat service in 1989 — greatly boosting the morale of the Yugoslav people.

Phase Three: April 1–29 (local time). NATO carried out the eighth through thirty-seventh rounds of air raids against Yugoslavia, striking targets primarily belonging to the following five categories: first, airfields, radar positions, missile positions, and air-defense and command-control systems; second, communications stations, railways, roads, important bridges, oil depots, refineries, and thermal power plants and other important infrastructure; third, military camps, special police forces, armored vehicles, and other targets; fourth, the Interior Ministry, the Defense Ministry, the air-force command, the air-defense command, and important government and military command organs directly under the president’s office; and fifth, radio stations, television stations, television transmission towers, and other propaganda-related installations. In this phase of the air raid, NATO flew a combined total of nearly 10,000 combat sorties of various types, averaging 340-odd sorties per round. Because Yugoslav combat strength was too weak, and losses were relatively heavy, on top of ammunition and fuel shortages and disrupted transportation, the situation grew increasingly severe, but they still persisted in the fight.

Phase Four: April 30 – June 10 (local time). From the thirty-eighth round of air raids onward, continuing until the end of the war. From April 23 to 25, NATO held its first summit meeting in Washington, at which it declared it would carry the war against Yugoslavia through to the very end. The characteristic feature of this phase’s air raids was the substantial expansion of the scale, intensity, and frequency of the strikes; in NATO’s own words, this meant subjecting Yugoslavia to round-the-clock bombing, seven days a week. Starting April 30, the number of aircraft sorties flown each day exceeded 600, reaching as many as 792 sorties on May 28. Yugoslavia was, by this point, essentially in a passive position, unable to fight back. Under the mediation of Russian President’s special envoy Viktor Chernomyrdin, in order to preserve its remaining strength, Yugoslavia agreed to accept the framework agreement reached by the G8 nations for a political resolution to the Kosovo crisis. On June 9, after several rounds of negotiation between Yugoslavia and the NATO military delegation, an agreement was finally reached, promising to withdraw its military forces within 11 days; on June 10, Yugoslavia began its withdrawal, and NATO halted its bombing.

NATO declared that the air-raid operation had greatly weakened Yugoslavia’s military strength, and had ultimately forced Yugoslavia to withdraw its forces from Kosovo, and that its planned military-strike objectives had essentially been achieved. Yugoslavia, for its part, firmly insisted that it had only accepted the entry of a peacekeeping force under United Nations command into Kosovo, and that two-plus months of resistance had preserved its strength, won peace, and partially safeguarded its sovereignty.




III. Analysis

The Yugoslav war was a war of aggression forcibly imposed upon the people of Yugoslavia by Western countries, led by the United States. In this war, the West bullied the weak with its strength, exploiting its absolute superiority in aerial strike power, subjecting the absolutely inferior Yugoslav side to sustained, uninterrupted air strikes, forcing it into submission through force. This form of operations was non-contact in nature, and possesses an entirely new form of warfare, worth the earnest study and reflection of our senior military commanders.


(1) Non-contact operations will become the primary form of strong nations carrying out air strikes

Western powers led by the United States, when facing small and medium-sized countries that refuse to obey, always find various excuses to carry out so-called retaliatory or punitive strikes against them, attempting to force them into submission through military force. The Gulf War and the Kosovo War are the best evidence of this. The United States, unwilling to sustain massive personnel losses in exchange for victory, in order to minimize operational casualties to the greatest extent possible, has in recent years placed great emphasis on carrying out non-contact operations, and the Kosovo War was precisely a typical example of non-contact air strikes. Throughout the more than two months of fighting, the combatants on both sides — NATO and Yugoslavia — never once met face to face on the battlefield; this was an entirely new form of warfare. In this non-contact operation, NATO’s participating forces simply pressed a button to release their weapons and munitions, and, according to NATO’s own reports, suffered not a single casualty — something unprecedented in the history of world air-raid operations. It also demonstrates that non-contact air-raid operations achieve fairly good results, and have a promising future for further development. The employment of air power in future warfare is likely to see the increasing use of non-contact operational patterns. This is mainly because: strong nations, in order to prevent domestic anti-war sentiment from rising, need to adopt a non-contact operational pattern, in order to minimize the casualties suffered by their participating forces — and particularly the personnel of the units tasked with carrying out the primary combat mission. The extremely effective air-raid capability of advanced, long-range weapons and precision-guided munitions far exceeds the effectiveness of air raids carried out by aircraft flying directly over the target in the past, laying a solid material foundation for the implementation of a non-contact operational pattern. This means that a non-contact operational pattern will become the mainstream approach for future air-raid operations. Non-contact operational tactics primarily come in three forms: first, using cruise missiles to carry out an initial strike — that is, launching cruise missiles from hundreds or even thousands of kilometers away, or even from a distance of 2,000 to 3,000 kilometers, from airspace, using air-force combat aircraft; from sea, launching cruise missiles from surface warships, missile destroyers, and attack submarines hundreds or thousands of kilometers from land, striking key enemy targets. Second, dispatching stealth fighter-bombers and stealth strategic bombers from the home mainland or a base country, and, accompanied by dedicated electronic-jamming aircraft, penetrating into hostile airspace under cover of darkness, dropping precision-guided bombs, carrying out close-in precision strikes — this, in essence, is stealth aircraft evading direct contact with the enemy through concealment, which constitutes a special form of non-contact operations. Third, using manned combat aircraft, under the precondition of maintaining command of the air, with the support of a certain number of dedicated electronic-jamming aircraft, launching precision-guided munitions from outside the enemy’s defensive perimeter, striking predetermined targets.



(2) Integrated information-firepower operations and informatized weapons achieved notable effect in modern air raids

1. The integration of information warfare and firepower warfare has become ever closer. In the Kosovo War, the integrated, unified command of information and firepower operations developed even further beyond the Gulf War, and their integration grew even closer. NATO relied on its global command and control system, its central theater command and control system, and its North American air-defense command and control system to exercise command and control, providing information support and evaluating combat effectiveness; relying on its national defense information system network, its global broadcast system, its tri-service joint tactical communication system, and its very-high-frequency single-channel ground-based radio system and joint tactical information distribution system to organize battlefield communications support; using space-based surveillance systems, signal-intelligence reconnaissance satellites, reconnaissance satellites, radar-imaging and optical-imaging satellites, and ocean-surveillance satellites for intelligence reconnaissance; using early-warning aircraft and battlefield surveillance aircraft for advance detection and combat early warning; and using dedicated electronic-warfare aircraft and high-speed anti-radiation missiles for electronic jamming and electronic suppression, making information support more powerful and the battlefield more transparent. Through the newly deployed “Joint Air Operations Center” and two other major information systems, orders issued to front-line units required only three minutes, and orders issued across echelons down to missile units required only one minute.

With the extensive application of advanced technology in military affairs, the degree of integration between information and firepower has grown ever closer. Various information systems, adopting a systems-integration approach, have grown ever more integrated, forming an integrated C4I system; the integrated C4I system, in combination with various weapon systems and even individual advanced weapons, has gradually formed an integrated C4ISR system. In the Kosovo War, the American forces made extensive use of GPS-guided cruise missiles, laser-guided bombs, and joint direct-attack munitions — all of which are typical examples of the integration of GPS tracking and positioning, laser range-finding, satellite long-range communications, and real-time data processing with the warhead — while high-altitude reconnaissance aircraft, joint targeting-and-surveillance radar aircraft, early-warning command aircraft, and space-based reconnaissance satellites were widely applied in actual combat, making the battlefield transparent, and dramatically improving strike effectiveness. It can thus be seen that, in future wars, achieving the goal of “detection means destruction” through a well-developed integration of information and firepower is entirely achievable. The close integration of information and firepower warfare in the Kosovo War manifests itself as follows: at the current stage and in the years to come, integrated information-firepower operations will be the basic pattern through which the power of information warfare is brought to bear; under high-technology conditions of warfare, the C4ISR system is the hub of information dominance, seizing the initiative on the battlefield, and implementing integrated coordination of battlefield weapon systems; firepower warfare will increasingly rely on information support, and the integration of information and firepower will become ever closer.

2. Informatized weapons demonstrated notable combat effect. In the Kosovo War, informatized weapons — represented by electromagnetic-pulse bombs and graphite bombs — played an important role. Electromagnetic-pulse bombs were used for the first time in an air-raid operation, and actual combat proved they were extremely effective. When detonated, they convert a portion of their chemical energy into electromagnetic energy, producing a powerful electromagnetic pulse that burns out sensitive electronic components in all electronic equipment within a certain range, achieving the goal of destroying the enemy’s weapons and equipment. Modern high-technology equipment is most vulnerable to damage from electromagnetic-pulse bombs, because the higher the technological content, the more electronic components are involved. In future high-technology localized wars, the use of such weapons is likely to increase, because they have the characteristic of burning out only electronic components, without harming personnel or destroying buildings and facilities, making their use practical throughout the entire course of a war. Graphite bombs, meanwhile, are informatized weapons of relatively low technological content, yet achieved extremely satisfactory combat results. In Yugoslavia, when NATO used this type of bomb for the first time, it caused a power outage affecting 70% of the nation’s area, lasting seven hours. Gas and water supplies both depend on electricity, and electricity is the foundation of people’s livelihood and industrial production; once power is cut off, water and gas supplies also stop, and all infrastructure related to people’s daily lives ceases to function. This

kind of bomb, though it does not cause casualties, when used intermittently over the course of a war, leaves the adversary constantly facing the predicament of losing power, water, and gas — its impact on the population’s daily life, psychology, and will to fight is enormous.

With the rapid development and widespread application of advanced technology in military affairs, the types of informatized weapons are growing ever more numerous, and the proportion they occupy among modern armaments will continue to increase, and the role they play in war will only continue to grow.



(3) Modern air defense must closely combine rigorous protection, active resistance, and effective counterattack

1. Rigorous protection is the maximum guarantee for preserving one’s own strength. In the early period of the war, rigorous protection could help avoid the enemy’s large-scale air raids — particularly the first three rounds of bombing — achieving the goal of preserving the strength of one’s own primary combat equipment and primary combat units. In the Kosovo War, in order to effectively counter NATO’s air raids, Yugoslavia preserved its strength to the greatest extent possible, minimizing losses, primarily through “concealment, deception, and evasion.” Exploiting its distinctive advantages of mountainous terrain and complex topography, it built many modernized cave facilities throughout the nation, and, before NATO’s air raids began, moved most of its aircraft, tanks, and missile-launching vehicles underground, hiding them underground. The advanced reconnaissance systems of the American military found it extremely difficult to detect equipment and personnel hidden underground; of the 21 MiG-21 fighters hidden in the underground hangars at Yugoslavia’s Slatina airfield, after 78 raids by American and Yugoslav forces, not a single aircraft was damaged. Yugoslavia also employed clever deceptive disguises, using false targets to appear genuine, and genuine targets to appear false, luring NATO to waste much time and effort. In addition, they adopted evasive, mobile methods, entering underground shelters and other means, evading countless waves of enemy bombing. Because of this series of rigorous protective measures, Yugoslavia was able to preserve the great majority of its military equipment, and this also prevented NATO ground forces from daring to easily commit to combat operations. The Kosovo War demonstrates that weak nations, when facing strong, high-technology enemies with low-technology equipment of their own, must uphold rigorous protection — this is an effective measure for reducing losses and preserving one’s strength.

2. Active resistance is the foundation of modern air-defense operations. Active resistance is the fiercest, most fundamental form of combat operations for defending one’s own airspace and contesting command of the air with the enemy; it is the prerequisite for preserving one’s air-defense system and the strength for counterattack. Active resistance involves committing every possible air-defense force one can mobilize, using every possible air-defense means available, using existing equipment to conduct multi-layered interception, delivering sustained strikes against the enemy’s most likely direction of attack, to the greatest extent possible destroying incoming enemy aircraft, in order to inflict losses the enemy finds unbearable. The Kosovo War demonstrates: Yugoslav air-defense forces performed quite creditably in resisting the first round of air raids; in the defensive operations, although Yugoslavia’s air force did not have the strength to scramble a large number of MiG-29 fighters, because of insufficient early warning and a lack of coordinated command systems, they were unable to play a role. Yugoslav ground-based air-defense forces, however, were able to hold their ground and put up stubborn resistance, achieving impressive results, and playing an important role. Actual combat demonstrates: air-force and ground-based air-defense forces need to develop in a coordinated manner, and, in particular, must be equipped with a certain degree of coordinated early-warning, command-support, and combat systems, integrating fighter combat operations, air-defense combat operations, early-warning, and command-support-safeguard systems, in order to achieve the best combat effect.

3. Effective counterattack is key to defeating enemy air raids. To secure victory in an anti-air-raid campaign, the key lies in whether the counterattack is effective, and whether it is forceful. Without an effective counterattack, an anti-air-raid campaign remains incomplete, and it will also be difficult to fundamentally restrain the enemy’s air raids. Modern localized wars demonstrate: resistance alone, without counterattack, will inevitably lead to a passive beating. Only by simultaneously carrying out active resistance while also choosing the most favorable moment to organize a timely counterattack — and this counterattack must be resolute, accurate, and ruthless, striking the enemy where it hurts — can one shift from a passive to an active position, forcing the enemy to redeploy and disperse its forces, shaking the enemy’s determination and resolve to continue its air raids, and reversing the passive predicament of being beaten without being able to strike back. In the Kosovo War, although Yugoslavia adopted effective protective measures, because it lacked the ability to counterattack the enemy, NATO’s air raids grew ever more arrogant and unrestrained. Had Yugoslavia possessed a tactical missile force that the enemy genuinely feared, it could have, right before the war, when the clouds of war had already gathered and NATO was about to begin its air raids, concentrated a certain amount of force to carry out a counterattack, launching a preemptive strike against NATO’s limited number of targets — for example, concentrating a strike against the Italian air base at Aviano, where American air force F-117A and other aircraft were stationed, and against American naval warships sailing in the Adriatic Sea — inflicting heavy losses on American forces and their bases, which might well have provoked anti-war sentiment among the Italian people, forcing the Italian government to refuse to allow the United States to continue using the Aviano air base, and stirring up anti-war sentiment among the American people and Congress, forcing American forces to halt their bombing. The purpose of war is to annihilate the enemy while preserving oneself; only by annihilating the enemy in great numbers can one effectively preserve oneself. Carrying out an effective counterattack against the enemy is precisely for the purpose of annihilating the enemy, shifting the course of the war in a direction favorable to one’s own side. The reason the American-led NATO dared to carry out 78 days of bombing against Yugoslavia was precisely because Yugoslavia possessed no counterattack force that they genuinely feared.





Part Thirteen: Counter-Terrorism and Special Operations




Chapter 104: West Germany’s Counter-Hostage-Taking Operation at the Munich Olympics

(September 5–6, 1972)

At 4:00 in the early morning of September 5, 1972, eight members of the Palestinian “Black September” terrorist organization carried out an armed assault against the residence of the Israeli athletes at the West German Munich Olympics, killing one coach and one athlete on the spot, and taking nine others hostage. The hostage-takers demanded that the Israeli government release 234 Palestinians it held in detention, in exchange for the safe release of the hostages — a demand that was flatly refused. West Germany deployed 12,000 police officers to attempt a rescue, and devised a plan to lure the terrorists to the nearby Fürstenfeldbruck military airfield, planning to seize the opportunity while the terrorists transferred from helicopter to airliner to carry out the rescue operation. But because the plan was poorly conceived and the organization inadequate, the rescue attempt ended in failure, with all nine hostages, one West German police officer, and five of the terrorists killed on the spot. This serious political-terror incident, in which members of the Israeli Olympic delegation were taken hostage and shot dead by terrorists, became known as the “Munich Massacre.” It shattered the myth of Olympic peace, opened the Pandora’s box of modern terrorism, and drew back the curtain on the era of modern counter-terrorism operations. This case is, therefore, representative and epoch-making, and its failed counter-terrorism operation remains, to this day, a cautionary case study in the counter-terrorism textbooks of every nation.




I. Background of the Incident

This terrorist incident was a microcosm of the historical grievances and contradictions and conflicts between the Arab and Jewish peoples, and the Palestinians and the Israelis, with roots stretching back through a complex history.


(1) Zionism and the Palestinian partition plan ignited the irreconcilable Arab-Israeli conflict

For a long time, Jews and Palestinian Arabs had lived intertwined in the Palestine region of the Middle East, each faith — Judaism and Islam — regarding Jerusalem as its holy city. In 64 BC, the Roman Empire occupied Palestine, massacring and driving out the Jews, beginning a nearly 2,000-year history of Jewish diaspora across the world. In the seventh century AD, the Arab Empire and Islam rose to prominence, and large numbers of Arabs migrated to Palestine, beginning a national history there that has now lasted more than 1,300 years. In the mid-18th century, the ideological tide of Jewish Zionism arose. In 1897, the World Zionist Organization was founded. In the early 20th century, Britain led the Zionist movement, adopting an actively supportive stance. On November 2, 1917, Britain issued the “Balfour Declaration,” publicly declaring its support for Jews to establish a national homeland in Palestine. Under the encouragement and connivance of the British authorities, large numbers of Jews migrated to Palestine from around the world, and, by 1946, the ratio of Jews to Arabs there had shifted from an original 1:40 to 1:2. This provoked strong Arab dissatisfaction, opening the prelude to conflict and contradiction between Palestinians and Jews. As the Zionist movement grew stronger, it worked to make the establishment of a Jewish state in Palestine a matter of top international priority. On November 29, 1947, through manipulation, the United Nations General Assembly passed Resolution 181 (concerning the Palestinian partition plan), legalizing the activity of Zionists to establish a state in Palestine. This resolution not only forcibly divided Palestine, but also allotted the Zionists 56.67% of Palestine’s total land area, while the Arabs, who made up two-thirds of the total population, received only 42.88% of the total land area (with another portion placed under joint United Nations administration), thereby severely intensifying the Arab-Israeli contradiction.



(2) America’s hegemonic policy of favoring Israel fueled the rise of terrorist activity

On May 14, 1948, the State of Israel declared its founding, and the Arab-Israeli conflict immediately grew heated. The United States implemented a hegemonic policy favoring Israel, and, while suppressing Arab nations through economic blockade and military strikes, not only gave Israel political support internationally, but also provided it with enormous economic aid to expand its armed forces. Some data indicates that, between 1948 and 1985 alone, American economic aid to Israel exceeded 30 billion dollars, of which the proportion given as outright grants was often as high as more than 40%; military aid to Israel stood at 247 million dollars in the 1960s, and surged to 11.055 billion dollars in the 1970s. American Jewish organizations also donated funds each year and purchased government bonds to support Israel, worth several billion dollars. These measures greatly strengthened Israel’s military strength and capacity for expansion. In the first three Middle East wars, the United States directly or indirectly participated in the fighting, helping Israel win the wars, occupying large swaths of Arab territory, causing large numbers of Palestinians to become homeless refugees, further intensifying the Arab-Israeli conflict, and at one point led Arab nations to adopt a firm policy toward Israel of “no recognition, no negotiation, no peace talks” — the so-called “Three No’s” policy. America’s pro-Israel policy caused an increasing imbalance in the Arab-Israeli balance of power, and some radical Palestinian resistance organizations, unable to mount a direct confrontation, began resorting to terrorist methods.



(3) The lack of unified leadership among Palestinian resistance movements gave rise to numerous terrorist organizations

After the First Middle East War, some displaced, homeless Palestinians began spontaneously organizing themselves, launching a resistance movement aimed against Israel. In order to strengthen their strength, in September 1963, the Council of the Arab League proposed helping the Palestinians organize a Palestine Liberation Organization (referred to as the PLO). In May 1964, the first Palestinian National Congress was convened in East Jerusalem, and the PLO was established, adopting the “Palestinian National Charter.” In September of that same year, the second Arab League summit confirmed that the PLO was the legitimate representative of the Palestinian people, and, with the support of Jordan, the PLO established its headquarters and armed forces numbering more than 50,000 in Jordan. Within the PLO, various factions held serious disagreements over the means of resistance. Fatah, led by Yasser Arafat, advocated resolving the Israel-Palestine conflict, on the foundation of military means, through the promotion of a peace process; other factions largely opposed the peace process, believing that all forms of armed struggle — including terrorism — were justified, with some extreme factions even resorting to violence against moderates within their own ranks. In the latter half of the 1960s, many radical Jordan-based Palestinian resistance organizations regarded Jordan’s King Hussein as an “imperialist running dog,” and, after seizing the fast lane, set up roadblocks in Jordan, robbed stores, ran private courts, and even openly patrolled the streets of Amman with weapons. They also carried out unlimited terrorist attacks against the Israeli-occupied West Bank of the Jordan River, inviting fierce Israeli retaliation, at times leaving King Hussein of Jordan unable to maintain stability, and his rule nearly threatened by international criticism. Jordan, through secret contacts with the United States and Britain, resolved to take military action against the PLO, hoping that Israel’s air force, which had always supported the Jordanian army, would bomb the Syrian forces that consistently backed the PLO, in order to support Jordan on another battlefront. On September 17, 1970, the Jordanian government army launched a large-scale ground offensive, and Palestinian armed forces hastily fought back, with more than 4,000 dead, forced to withdraw from Jordan, most retreating into Lebanese territory. To everyone’s surprise, Israel remained still, never dispatching its air force to coordinate with Jordan’s operations, yet the Palestinians still primarily attributed this blood debt to Israel. To commemorate this day of bloodshed, some radical Palestinians formed the “Black September” organization, beginning terrorist activities directed against Israel.





II. Course of the Battle

At 3:00 PM on August 26, 1972, the 20th Olympic Games opened in Munich, West Germany’s second-largest city and a historic cultural landmark. The Munich Olympics were, at that time, the largest and most costly Olympic Games in history, with 7,147 athletes from 122 countries and regions participating, of whom 1,070 were female athletes. At that time, West Germany had not yet established diplomatic relations with Israel, but nonetheless invited Israel to participate in the Games, hoping to use this gesture to improve relations between the two nations. Israel responded to West Germany’s invitation with action, sending its largest-ever delegation. For the first ten days after the opening ceremony, the Games proceeded smoothly, and, amid a festive atmosphere, were described by the media as a “gathering of peace and joy.” But on the eleventh day, a terrorist incident that shocked the world — the kidnapping and shooting of members of the Israeli Olympic delegation at gunpoint — suddenly unfolded.


(1) The Surprise Attack and Hostage-Taking

On September 4, 1972, the Israeli team had no scheduled events, and most of the athletes rested at the Olympic Village that evening. Not a few delegation members went into town to attend a small violin concert, and, once the concert concluded, the Israeli delegation members returned to the Olympic Village one after another.

At around 4:00 in the early morning of September 5, eight members of the Palestinian “Black September” terrorist organization, dressed in track-and-field athletic uniforms, carrying submachine guns and hand grenades in gym bags, quietly approached the Olympic Village. At the perimeter fence, they encountered a group of American athletes returning late at night, and, together with them, climbed over the fence, only two meters high. After parting ways with the American athletes, they headed straight for the Israeli delegation’s residence, which they had already scouted out in advance — 31 Connollystraße.

The apartment’s front door was unlocked, and they easily pushed it open and entered, quickly retrieving submachine guns and hand grenades from their gym bags, swiftly making their final preparations to take hostages. At 4:25, the terrorists used a master key to unlock the door of Room 1. Wrestling referee Yosef Gutfreund, having no competition that day, had gotten up early and was in the kitchen preparing an early breakfast. He heard the sound of the door lock clicking, and went to peer through the peephole, and, hearing what he took to be Arabic mutterings outside the door, quickly realized what was happening. He was the first to catch sight of the gun barrels, and immediately threw his 132-kilogram body against the door, shouting: “Danger, everyone! The terrorists are here!” In those critical few seconds, Gutfreund successfully held the door shut, giving his roommate, weightlifting coach Moshe Weinberg, the chance to break through a rear window with a chair, and escape safely through the garden. But before long, the terrorists broke down the door, forcing Gutfreund to the floor. The other six Israeli coaches and referees who shared the room had no choice but to surrender at gunpoint. Among them, wrestling coach Moshe Weinberg charged out to defend his own room when he heard the fighting. Weinberg was a large man, not easily overpowered. The moment he charged out, he immediately knocked down one terrorist with a punch, but another terrorist hastily returned fire with an AK-47, the bullet piercing his cheek; he pressed his hand to his face to stop the bleeding, blood dripping from between his fingers. Room 3 housed six athletes; upon hearing the gunshots and the sounds of struggle, they opened the door to see what was happening, and the terrorists quickly forced their way in, herding them at gunpoint to gather in Room 1. In Room 1, lightweight wrestling athlete Gad Tsobani, seizing the opportunity when the terrorists’ attention was distracted, fought back fiercely and broke free, and, though the terrorists opened fire on him from behind, this short, slight-framed

wrestler managed to escape unscathed. Weinberg, though seriously wounded, seized the moment to lunge and strike one terrorist in the mouth, shattering the man’s jaw, knocking him unconscious. Another terrorist immediately raised his gun and fired, and Weinberg’s chest was riddled with bullets, and he collapsed against the wall like a falling curtain. Weightlifting athlete Yosef Romano, threatened at gunpoint by the terrorists, grabbed a kitchen knife from the table and lunged toward the terrorist directly in front of him, but the searing pain caused this terrorist to be unable to fire, and he was forced to retreat. But another terrorist behind him swept Romano’s body nearly in half with submachine-gun fire.

This terrorist hostage-taking operation lasted about 25 minutes. They killed one Israeli coach and one athlete, took nine hostages, and two athletes managed to escape with their lives. The Israelis living in Rooms 2 and 5 were not discovered by the terrorists at all, and quietly slipped away after hearing the gunshots. The two Israeli doctors in Room 4, out of fear, had failed to escape in time.

In the course of this struggle, the Olympic Village security authorities received only a report from a nearby resident on Connollystraße 31 of “someone fighting,” a vague, unclear phone call that failed to draw sufficient attention. This is not entirely surprising, because at the time, most people were still asleep, and the intermittent gunshots and heart-wrenching cries only lasted a moment before quiet returned once more. To those roused from sleep, it was difficult to understand what had happened, because celebratory activities at the Olympic Village were nearly constant, with fireworks and revelry a common occurrence. It was not until around 5:00 AM, when the two Israelis who had escaped death separately ran to the South Korean and Italian delegations’ quarters to make emergency phone calls, that police finally received the true news.



(2) Standoff and Search for a Solution

At 5:30, the Munich police received an English-language letter from the terrorists demanding the release, before 9:00, of the 234 Palestinians detained in Israeli prisons, along with two “Red Army Faction” terrorist organization leaders imprisoned in Germany since being captured during the Third Middle East War in 1976 [translator’s note: figure as printed in source], and providing them and the hostages with an aircraft to fly to an Arab country. They promised to release the hostages once there. If the deadline passed, they would kill one hostage every hour, and throw the body out onto the street. To demonstrate this was no idle threat, they threw Weinberg’s body from the second-floor window down onto the street.

After the incident broke out, West German police swiftly mobilized, cutting off traffic and sealing off the scene, dispatching strike teams to rapidly occupy the perimeter of the apartment. News reporters also flocked to the scene, and television broadcast cameras trained their lenses on the building occupied by the terrorists. News of the terrorist attack on the Israeli Olympic delegation in Munich immediately spread across the world through radio and television broadcasts.

Faced with the terrorists’ tough stance, West German Chancellor Willy Brandt immediately conferred closely with Israeli Prime Minister Golda Meir, hoping Israel would agree to a prisoner exchange for the hostages. But the Israeli government firmly refused to release Palestinian prisoners, declaring that “no matter what, Israel would not make the slightest concession to any of the terrorists’ demands,” and requested that the West German authorities take action to rescue the hostages. The West German government quickly established a crisis-management team (including the West German Interior Minister, the Interior Minister of Bavaria, and the Munich police chief), and coordinated a rescue operation with the International Olympic Committee and the Munich Organizing Committee.

In order to placate the terrorists and buy time, West German Chancellor Brandt decided to negotiate with the terrorists. A man named Issa — a terrorist whom millions of television viewers would come to know as the “man in the white hat” — repeatedly emerged from the building to bargain with West German officials. First, the Munich police chief, Manfred Schreiber, offered a large sum of money; then West German Interior Minister Hans-Dietrich Genscher requested that the hostage-takers not commit further murders of Jews on West German soil, and even offered to exchange himself for the hostages; later, the Interior Minister of Bavaria, the mayor of the Olympic Village, and the Munich police chief all likewise expressed willingness to exchange themselves for the hostages. The terrorists rejected all of these proposals, only agreeing to extend the deadline to 12:00. After this, in order to attract more television viewers and expand the incident’s influence, the terrorists twice more extended their deadline, to 3:00 and then to 5:00 in the afternoon. In the course of negotiations, two Israeli doctors who had been confined in Room 4 quietly slipped away.

While negotiations continued, the crisis-management team began searching for a solution. The then-president of the International Olympic Committee, Avery Brundage, proposed, “as police in Chicago once did in the 1920s, using tubes to blow anesthetic gas into the building to subdue the criminals,” but this suggestion was not adopted. They had also considered trying to have police disguised as chefs deliver food to the terrorists, catching them off guard to overpower them, but the terrorists had anticipated this move and ordered that food could only be left at the entrance to the building.

At 4:30 in the afternoon, the crisis-management team implemented another rescue plan: infiltrating 13 specially trained West German police through the ventilation ducts into the building, in order to launch an armed assault. But because the live television broadcast from the scene revealed the police’s every movement, the terrorists were able to monitor the police’s actions through the room’s own television, and this rescue plan had to be aborted midway. After further negotiations between the West German and Israeli sides, a new plan for rescuing the hostages was reconfirmed: pretending to agree to allow the terrorists to leave Munich by helicopter, ostensibly transferring to a civilian airliner at Fürstenfeldbruck military airfield, some ten-odd kilometers from Munich, for a flight to Cairo, and, during this process, making preparations for two rescue attempts. The first plan called for dispatching police disguised as flight crew aboard the helicopter, who would secretly kill the terrorists once aboard; the second plan called for concealed snipers and special forces at the airfield, who would open fire on the terrorists as they transferred to the airliner, rescuing the hostages.

To confirm the hostages were still alive, and that the terrorists were willing to fly to Cairo, at 18:35, the West German Interior Minister, the Munich police chief, and the Olympic Village mayor entered Building 31, escorted to the second floor where the hostages were being held. The Israelis indicated that, if they had to pass through the capital of an Arab country to gain their freedom, they would be willing to go to Cairo. West German authorities continued negotiating with the terrorists according to plan, until, at 20:30, the terrorists finally agreed to fly out of Munich.



(3) Loss of Control and Tragic Outcome

At around 10:00 PM, three helicopters landed on a lawn at the Olympic Village, and the eight terrorists, holding the Israeli hostages at gunpoint, boarded a bus and drove toward the helicopters. The terrorists divided their captives into two groups for boarding. The first group, guarding four hostages, boarded the first helicopter; the second group, guarding five hostages, boarded the second helicopter; the third helicopter carried the West German Interior Minister, the Munich police chief, the Olympic Village mayor, and others. This careful arrangement rendered the special police useless, unable to take action.

At 10:30 PM, the three helicopters arrived at the dimly lit Fürstenfeldbruck military airfield. West German authorities had already pre-positioned five snipers and a large number of special police at the Fürstenfeldbruck military airfield. The on-scene commander for the airfield operation was Munich Deputy Police Chief Georg Wolf, and, with Israeli intelligence agency Mossad’s chief Zvi Zamir also coming to the airfield control tower to provide on-site guidance.

Deputy Chief Wolf’s rescue plan called for two helicopters to fly to a spot about 100 meters from where the empty Boeing 727 was parked; once the terrorists and hostages disembarked at the aircraft, ambushing snipers would strike them, and, should this prove insufficient, another 17 police disguised as flight crew would be waiting aboard the aircraft to provide a further round of resistance. But these 17 police officers were merely ordinary riot police, without specialized training, and their psychological state was extremely poor; a vote was held just fifteen minutes before the helicopters arrived, with some raising objections, considering this a virtual suicide mission, because most of them would be caught in the tail section of the airplane during the exchange of fire, and a single grenade thrown by the terrorists could cause them heavy casualties; moreover, the German Lufthansa uniforms they wore were ill-fitting, likely to arouse the terrorists’ suspicion. After hearing these concerns, the officer responsible for on-scene command had everyone raise their hands to vote, and all 17 police officers unanimously decided to abandon the operation and withdraw as a group. In this way, the last hope for the rescue rested entirely with the five snipers.

To give the ground assault force more time to prepare, the helicopter pilot circled in the air for a while, and had the third helicopter, carrying the West German Interior Minister, Munich police chief, and the Olympic Village mayor, land first.

The two helicopters carrying the terrorists landed about 100 meters from the pre-positioned Boeing 727. Four flight crew members and six terrorists disembarked from the helicopter, with two of the hostage-takers boarding the Boeing to inspect it, while the remaining terrorists held guns to the heads of the flight crew. The prolonged circling of the helicopter had already aroused the terrorists’ suspicion; when they discovered no one aboard the passenger airliner, they immediately realized they had fallen into a trap and hurried back to the helicopters. On-scene commander, Deputy Chief Wolf, immediately gave the order to open fire. In the ensuing four minutes, bullets flew wildly through the air, and what followed was utter chaos. Of the six terrorists standing outside the aircraft, two were shot dead by snipers, and one more was severely wounded. The other three terrorists quickly took cover beneath and behind the helicopters, and, because there were no floodlights positioned at the airfield, the helicopter’s long, spinning rotor blades also cast dazzling shadows, and the snipers found it extremely difficult to distinguish targets, with a distance of more than 100 meters between snipers and the helicopters — as they had no night-vision equipment. In the subsequent several days of re-enactment exercises, when police officers stood in the position where the five snipers had been at the time, wearing night-vision goggles, each and every one of them could clearly identify the people inside the helicopters.

None of the five snipers had received any specialized training; three of them were lying prone on the roof of the control tower, one had climbed atop a parked vehicle, hiding behind a low earthen embankment, while the last hid behind a fire truck. Because there had been no time to establish contact in advance, when the commander in the control tower gave the order to open fire, only three snipers heard the order and fired; the other two, upon hearing the gunfire, hastily returned fire (they would later also be struck by friendly fire). As a result, only three snipers actually fired at the eight terrorists. Although three guns fired fiercely, they only managed to kill three of the terrorists, but this told the remaining five that negotiation had been nothing but a trap all along.



(4) Revenge and Pursuit of the Remaining Terrorists

At the moment the last shot was fired, a flame of vengeance was ignited within Israel’s leadership. Israeli Prime Minister Golda Meir personally and solemnly declared: “From this day forward, Israel will wage a war to exterminate the murderous terrorists, and, no matter where these people may be, Israel will show them no mercy.” She also instructed the military and intelligence agencies to establish a secret special operations unit codenamed “Wrath of God,” which launched the famous “Operation Wrath of God,” hunting down, worldwide, the members of “Black September” and the perpetrators behind the Munich tragedy, in retaliation for this blood debt. This wave of retaliation swept across the Middle East, Western Europe, and even North America and the Americas. On April 10, 1973, a group of Israeli special forces personnel covertly infiltrated Beirut, the capital of Lebanon, and, at the residence of the “Black September” headquarters there, carried out a bloody revenge attack. Over the following months, at least nine Palestinians connected to the Munich incident were assassinated, and, for the small number of survivors, they became jittery, living in constant fear. This assassination campaign continued for several years, until the last of the masterminds was killed by a car bomb in Beirut seven years later, before it finally came to an end. After this, the remnants of “Black September” shifted their operations under the “Abu Nidal Organization,” continuing their terrorist activities against Israel. Three hostage-takers who had been captured, though they were not held in German prison for very long (in 1973, terrorists hijacked a Lufthansa aircraft, and the German government had no choice but to release the three prisoners in exchange for the hijacked passengers), two of the three were later killed in subsequent “Mossad” assassination operations.





III. Analysis

All the hostages were killed, West Germany’s image suffered enormous damage, and the nation’s interests were harmed; this hostage-rescue operation was, without question, a failure, and it later became a negative case study that counter-terrorism agencies of every country have repeatedly studied and analyzed. The “Munich Massacre” occurred during the formative period of modern terrorism, and, in reality, marked the “watershed” between world terrorism and counter-terrorism operations after the Second World War. It marked the moment when terrorist forces within the world shifted from underground activity into open action, evolving from small-scale individual behavior into globalized, even state-level, action, and its methods grew ever more cruel and vicious. After this, countries around the world began to earnestly draw the profound lessons left by this failed counter-terrorism operation, one after another establishing dedicated counter-terrorism special forces units, strengthening research into counter-terrorism operational tactics, and strengthening security protection for the Olympics and other major international events and important targets.


(1) Inadequate assessment of the severity of the international terrorism situation was an important precondition for the hostage-taking incident to occur

The West German government was eager to use the Olympics to establish a new image for postwar Germany, wiping away the shadow left by the 1936 Berlin Olympics of the Hitler era, subjectively emphasizing peace and friendliness above all else, while neglecting the fact that, given the international backdrop of the Third Middle East War having just concluded, with the Israel-Arab conflict in a period of intensification, its assessment of the severity of international terrorism was inadequate — this was an important reason the violent hostage-taking incident was able to occur. Before this Olympics began, the West German security department had once engaged a 39-year-old psychology expert, Dr. Georg Sieber, as an Olympic security consultant, to predict potential terrorist incidents that might occur during the Games, so that police could take targeted preventive measures. Sieber studied the Irish Republican Army, extremist Palestinian organizations, the Basque separatist organization ETA, the Red Army Faction of West Germany, and other terrorist organizations of that era, and devised 26 possible scenarios, including kidnapping, hostage-taking, hijacking, and remote-controlled bombing, providing extremely detailed explanations for each scenario. Of the 25 scenarios Sieber devised, all were set at the Olympic Village, with only one scenario not set there — a plane hijacked by a right-wing Swedish organization crashing into the crowded Olympic stadium — which, unexpectedly, a similar tragedy would be performed in the United States thirty years later. Sieber’s imagined Scenario 21 was as follows: one morning at five o’clock, a dozen-some armed Palestinians would climb over the Olympic Village fence, break into the building where the Israeli delegation was staying, kill two hostages, and then demand that the Israeli-detained Palestinians be released and flown to some Arab capital. Sieber also predicted that, even if the Palestinians had no one to rescue them, they would still turn the action into a political demonstration, dying gloriously in the process. In order to prevent Sieber’s predicted scenarios from occurring, ensuring the Olympic Games would proceed smoothly, the organizing committee should have, in theory, adopted a careful response strategy to this. But regardless, they did not wish for anyone to point out that they might fail. Games officials asked Sieber, at his home in Munich’s Bogenhausen district: “Could you not imagine such a frightening scenario?” Thirty years later, Sieber pointed out: “The American psychologist Leon Festinger’s theory of cognitive dissonance states that if you have two contradictory pieces of advice, human nature will tend to select one of them and ignore the other. Unfortunately, people habitually ignore the situations that make them uncomfortable.” Sure enough, developments proceeded exactly as, and even more tragically than, George Sieber had predicted. The “Black September” strike team’s actions were 50 minutes ahead of his predicted Scenario 21. In order to enter the residence of the Israeli delegation, they had no need to force open the door with explosives as Sieber had imagined, because the apartment’s door was unlocked. The final outcome was that they held the confined Palestinians hostage as a bargaining chip, demanding a plane, and, when occupying the building, immediately shot and killed two Israelis — exactly as the scenario had played out. The occurrence of the “Munich Massacre” caused West Germany enormous humiliation, and gave the entire world, including West Germany, a heightened sense of crisis over the growing threat of international terrorist activity. Although the terrorist attack cost the lives of five terrorists, no one could doubt that the Munich incident was, in one sense, a “success” for the terrorists, and would even cause other terrorist organizations to regard the Olympics as a target for attack. From this point on, the question of event security was elevated to an unprecedented level of importance, and, in subsequent Olympic Games and other major sporting events, the host countries all strengthened their investment in security-guard equipment. Data shows that the 2004 Athens Olympics’ security budget totaled as much as 1.5 billion euros, while the Munich Olympics’ security-protection expenditures had been less than 2 million U.S. dollars.



(2) Lax security measures were the primary reason the hostage-taking operation succeeded so easily

Because the international terrorism situation had been underestimated, the security measures for the Munich Olympics were exceedingly lax. First, border-defense personnel and border-control offices failed to conduct rigorous security checks of persons and goods entering West Germany. According to “Black September” leader Abu Daoud’s memoir, on August 24 — that is, the day before the opening ceremony — he and other members traveled to Frankfurt aboard an Air France flight, and their companions included one man and one woman who carried five identical suitcases, in which were packed six AK-47 submachine guns and two automatic pistols, along with several grenades. The airport security personnel only opened the women’s handbags, and, finding only feminine undergarments inside, waved them through. The hostage-takers’ leader, Abu Daoud, deposited these weapons and ammunition at a hotel room in downtown Frankfurt, packing them into two bags; that same night, he transported these bags aboard the train to Munich, where he stored the two bags in a locker at the train station. Over the following days, Abu Daoud made two more trips, delivering two more AK-47 submachine guns and a batch of hand grenades, storing them in a similar manner in a train station locker. Second, the Olympic Village lacked adequate security measures. That year’s Munich Olympics became the largest-scale event of its time, with the greatest number of participating athletes and delegations, and the largest budget of any Olympics up to that point. The officials responsible for decision-making, in order to satisfy the huge investment needed for infrastructure construction and the purchase of advanced sports equipment, significantly cut spending on security personnel and equipment. The Munich Olympics’ security operation, judged by today’s standards, was simply a joke. The entire Olympic Village was surrounded by only a fence less than two meters high, and, when athletes returned late, they were happy to climb over the fence, taking the shortcut back to their dormitories — the fence served merely to keep out honest people, not those with ill intent. The Olympic Village had no surveillance cameras, detectors, or roadblocks and other basic security equipment installed; the number of patrolling police was limited, gate guards did not carry weapons, and access control for people entering and leaving was not particularly strict. Third, Israel itself neglected security protection efforts. Although Israeli intelligence agencies had, one month in advance, dispatched two special agents to West Germany to carefully examine West Germany’s security plan for the Israeli team, once West Germany had provided serious assurances regarding security protection work, these two agents withdrew. The Israeli Olympic delegation’s members had no weapons with them, nor had they made any preparation to deal with a possible terrorist attack, and the person responsible for the delegation’s security work happened to be a physician accompanying the team. This series of lax security measures left the terrorists with the opportunity they needed to easily infiltrate the Olympic Village, carry out reconnaissance in advance, and smoothly carry out their hostage-taking operation.

According to a document from the Bavarian State Criminal Police Office that was only declassified in 1992, the terrorists had scouted the Olympic Village multiple times before carrying out the hostage-taking operation. As early as July 17, the hostage-takers’ leader, Abu Daoud, had already mixed in with construction workers, entering the still-under-construction Olympic Village, to gather information on the layout of its facilities. On August 7, he and one of the leaders of this raiding operation, “Tony,” visited the Olympic Village again, discussing how to climb over the Olympic Village’s perimeter fence. Tony proposed: “We can let one of our people be caught outside.” Abu Daoud told him: “I will help the last person.” On the day the Olympics officially opened, Abu Daoud, along with a woman claiming to be the sister of a Munich professor, who was going to see her niece off, came to Munich. They told the gate guard: “This is my friend, she’s Brazilian, she just met an old classmate. Can we go say hello to him?” It took only ten minutes. The gate guard waved them through the gate. The day after this second visit, Abu Daoud again checked the layout of the Olympic Village, and had a preliminary understanding of how to climb over the fence. The day before the operation, Abu Daoud, along with Tony and Issa (who would later be responsible for the hostage-taking), came to the Olympic Village once more, and it was the same gate guard from before. “My two friends want to apologize to you,” he told the guard, “I told them yesterday that I saw the athletes I planned to see, but they still wanted to meet them too.” The kind-hearted gate guard let these three “Brazilians” through. This time, the terrorists conducted a detailed reconnaissance of the building where the Israeli athletes were staying. Abu Daoud recalled in his memoir: nothing could have been better timed than that moment — a beautiful young, dark-skinned woman happened to walk out just ahead of them. Five minutes later, they arrived at the residence of the Israeli delegation, and suddenly caught sight of a young, dark-skinned girl walking out; she was a member of the Israeli delegation. He and the woman struck up a conversation with her, telling her they were Brazilian, and had always wanted to see the Israeli delegation. She led us to the entrance hall, and showed us around the apartment building. “This building houses about sixty people,” she said proudly, “not bad, right?” She then asked, “Which country’s delegation members are staying in this apartment building?” In this apartment building, Abu Daoud and his companions committed to memory the details of every room, including the location of telephones and televisions, and which windows offered the best view. “She had no idea how much help she gave to our operation,” Abu Daoud wrote. “We now understood that our primary task was to control this apartment building, controlling the stairwells and the passages to the basement. Once the building was under our control, the strike team would need to be gathered here as well.” On the evening the incident occurred, as they climbed over the fence, they happened to encounter some Americans, who, laughing, were walking with a staggering gait, drunk. Abu Daoud and his companions mingled with this crowd, and, together with the Americans, climbed over the fence. “We not only mixed in with the Americans, but they even helped us climb over the fence.” Abu Daoud recalled in his memoir that one American even said to him: “Hey, buddy, let me carry your bag for you.” The Americans had no idea that they were helping the hostage-takers infiltrate the Olympic Village.



(3) Inadequate preparation of the operational plan directly led to the failure of the hostage-rescue operation

Terrorist activity is highly sudden and complex in nature, and terrorists often spend a very long time planning and scheming, with every preparation thoroughly organized; this means one must be prepared for the unprepared, and match darkness with darkness. Therefore, effectively responding to terrorist incidents requires strengthening counter-terrorism preparation during peacetime. Yet, ahead of this armed hostage-rescue operation, the West German security department had inadequately analyzed the developing international situation, neglecting the rise of terrorism, and had neither developed a preemptive plan against terrorist attacks, nor carried out any corresponding rehearsals or drills, leading them to scramble in response once the terrorist incident occurred, hastily improvising as events unfolded, and, in formulating the rescue plan, thinking was inadequate and preparations incomplete, leaving obvious gaps. First, the number of terrorists had not been accurately determined, so much so that even as the special forces rescue operation was about to begin, it was only then discovered that the 5 snipers would need to deal with 8 terrorists, and that even if all 5 snipers hit their targets, this would still not be enough to deal with all 5 terrorists (a discrepancy in the count, as some terrorists had not left the helicopter). Later, sniper Karlheinz von Blomberg testified before the Bavarian state prosecutor’s office: “I believe someone will have already counted their number when they get off the plane, but in fact, no one had gone to count how many terrorists there actually were.” Second, ensuring the effectiveness of the snipers’ shots required that the airfield’s lighting be adequately bright, and that the snipers be positioned reasonably close to the aircraft; but in reality, the airfield was dimly lit at night, the snipers had climbed up onto three mobile searchlight towers, casting obvious shadows over the airfield, and, when the helicopter’s rotor blades turned, they also cast dazzling shadows, making it extremely difficult for the snipers to distinguish which figures were hostages and which were terrorists. Several days later, in a re-enactment exercise, several prosecutors sat where the five snipers had been positioned at the time, and, wearing night-vision goggles, each person could clearly identify who was inside the helicopter. Third, communication means were insufficient, and the ground police had no way to contact one another, making it difficult to seize favorable opportunities in the fighting. Special police disguised as flight crew aboard the aircraft had no communication with one another, and, moreover, had no idea of the exact time the helicopters would land, and so were unable to seize favorable ground. Fourth, the plan only anticipated the relatively ideal scenario in which the snipers could successfully kill the terrorists, and made no arrangements for other close-range assault forces as a backup plan, ultimately leading to the tragedy in which resorting to a forceful assault caused the deaths of all the hostages.



(4) News Media Chaotic Interference Seriously Disrupted the Rescue Operation

After the hostage-taking incident broke out, news media from various countries rushed to report on the Olympics, competing to seize the first-hand information and exclusive scoops, striving to be the first to report to the public. West German authorities and military police failed to establish any isolation or review procedures. Statistics show that a combined 800 million people around the world witnessed this bloody terrorist incident through television broadcasts, and “Black September” transformed overnight from a nobody into a world-renowned organization. That very afternoon, West German special police, preparing to attempt an armed assault by infiltrating through the ventilation ducts on the roof, had dozens of television cameramen aiming their lenses at the police who were preparing to storm the building, ready to capture the dramatic moment of the assault. But because every athlete’s room was equipped with a television, the terrorists were able to watch the live broadcast, tracking the movements of the police outside in real time, forcing the rescue operation to be aborted midway, and it was only through a separately arranged plan at the airfield that any rescue could be attempted at all — squandering precious time, and causing the subsequent rescue operation at the airfield to be extremely rushed.

Practice has repeatedly demonstrated that the news media, in the struggle against terrorism, is a double-edged sword. Although it lets the broad public learn the truth of events in real time and see the evil face of terrorism, if inadequately controlled, it can create trouble for counter-terrorism operations — or even actively assist the enemy. Some news media, in their rush to report the news, may unintentionally, or even deliberately, leak the government’s intentions or operational secrets; some, in order to boost news sensationalism, exaggerate acts of violence, or publicize that the kidnapped hostages possess enormous wealth, causing adverse social impact; some make hasty judgments about how the incident is being handled, adding unwarranted commentary, distorting the facts, worsening the situation, and increasing the difficulty of negotiations; and some news media even stand on the side of the terrorists in their reporting, playing a role that inflames the situation further. Therefore, it is necessary to guide news media in accordance with the situation, exploiting their benefits while avoiding their harms, preventing chaotic interference from the news media. Military and police forces must be arranged to arrive at the scene ahead of the news media, to seal off the area, and reporters who have not been pre-approved should be barred from entering. Reviewing news reports must be strengthened, and mainstream media should be arranged to report fairly, objectively, and in a timely manner, promoting the government’s own messaging, controlling unedited live broadcasts, and preventing all types of news media from misleading public opinion, weakening the psychological impact the terrorist incident has on the general public; the reactionary conspiracy of the terrorists and the harm they pose to society must be exposed, publicizing the government’s and police’s resolute determination and powerful strength in combating terrorism, undermining the terrorists’ fighting spirit and psychological defenses, and cooperating with the government to minimize the harm caused to the greatest extent possible.





Chapter 105: Israeli Commando Counter-Hijacking Operation in Uganda

(June 27 – July 3, 1976)




I. Background of the Incident

This Air France hijacking incident was one of the many terrorist activities carried out by radical Palestinian elements against Israel. The reason the aircraft was hijacked to Uganda specifically was mainly due to two factors.

First, Uganda is far from Israel, making it inconvenient for Israel to organize a rescue operation. Uganda is a landlocked East African country straddling the equator, bordering Kenya to the east, Sudan and the Democratic Republic of the Congo to the north and west, and Rwanda and Tanzania to the south, with a national territory of 236,000 square kilometers. The straight-line distance from Israel to Uganda is more than 3,000 kilometers.

Second, at the time, the Ugandan government was on hostile terms with Israel, while it had comparatively good relations with the Palestinians. Uganda gained independence on October 9, 1962, and abolished the monarchy and kingship in 1969, establishing the Republic of Uganda. On January 25, 1971, army commander Idi Amin launched a military coup, overthrowing the government, and declared himself head of state, subsequently causing relations to sour with Britain, the United States, and other Western nations. Israel had once been a friend of Idi Amin, and, when he launched the military coup, Israeli military advisers had provided him with assistance. But after Israel refused to provide Uganda with weapons to use in an attack against its neighbor Tanzania, Amin immediately turned hostile, and began harboring resentment toward the Jewish people. After the 1973 Day of Atonement War concluded, many African leaders, including Amin, severed friendly relations with Israel, and Amin even handed over the former Israeli embassy to the Palestine Liberation Organization to use as its base, causing relations between Uganda and Israel to deteriorate sharply.




II. Course of the Battle

This hostage-rescue operation mainly went through five phases.


(1) The Hostages Are Taken, Urgent Deliberations on a Countermeasure

At 9:00 AM on June 27, 1976, an Air France A300B-4 large passenger airliner, carrying 250 passengers and 12 crew members, took off from Israel’s capital, Tel Aviv, en route to Athens, the Greek capital, and then on to Paris. At Athens, 59 passengers disembarked, and 56 new passengers boarded. At the time, security equipment at the Athens airport was lax, with no electronic security gates and no metal detectors, and security personnel conducted only perfunctory checks. Four passengers (three men and one woman, two Palestinians and two Germans), boarding at the very last boarding call as the airport broadcast the final announcement, arrived at the security checkpoint, and, because of time pressure, security personnel did not check them at all, leaving a security vulnerability. At 12:10, ten minutes after taking off from Athens, as the aircraft flew over the Peloponnese peninsula, these four terrorists who had boarded at Athens hijacked it, and immediately lost contact with ground flight control.

At 13:30, the Israeli government convened an emergency cabinet meeting; the Israeli intelligence agency (commonly known as Mossad) reported to Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin’s office that Flight 139 had lost contact with the ground, and might already have been hijacked. The cabinet meeting immediately discussed countermeasures, deciding to establish a crisis-management committee, headed by Prime Minister Rabin, and comprising Defense Minister Shimon Peres, Chief of the General Staff Motta Gur, Foreign Minister Yigal Allon, Transport Minister Gad Yacobi, and Justice Minister Haim Zadok — that is, the “Emergency Response Command” — with full authority to handle all matters related to Flight 139.

At 15:10, Israeli intelligence sent a confidential telegram: “The hijacked Flight 139 has already landed and refueled at an airfield in Benghazi, Libya, and, judging from signs of it preparing to take off again, its ultimate destination is likely to be some country in central Africa, friendly to the terrorists.”

At 15:30, the Emergency Response Command held a meeting to research countermeasures. Prime Minister Rabin emphasized: the most urgent priority is to clarify the situation, racing against time to make thorough preparations on every front; Mossad must use every means available to grasp the hijackers’ movements; Foreign Minister Allon should use diplomatic channels, notifying relevant countries of the situation and requesting their support from every quarter; Defense Minister Peres and Chief of the General Staff Gur should urgently formulate a military plan for rescuing the hostages, to prepare for any eventuality.

By evening, the Emergency Response Command received further intelligence, reporting that: it had now been confirmed that the aircraft hijackers were led by Wadie Haddad, a comrade of the radical faction of the Palestinian guerrillas — the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine — along with medical worker Halima Hardad. Considering that the terrorists were likely to fly the hijacked aircraft to Tel Aviv, Prime Minister Rabin decided to pre-position special forces around Ben Gurion Airport, and set up a forward command post at the El Al Israel Airlines dispatch office. To avoid causing unnecessary panic, all the special forces personnel wore airport work uniforms or driver’s uniforms.

At 8:00 AM on June 28, Israel received intelligence that Flight 139 had already landed at Entebbe airport, the capital of Uganda; Prime Minister Rabin immediately lifted the “alert” at Ben Gurion Airport, and had Foreign Minister Allon contact former Chief of the General Staff Chaim Bar-Lev, who had already departed for Uganda, to inquire about his attitude on this matter, and to seek his assistance (Bar-Lev had led a delegation of more than 400 people, a substantial military delegation, to visit Uganda, and had extremely close ties with Amin, having a very deep personal friendship with him). After Bar-Lev and Amin spoke by phone, he reported back to Foreign Minister Allon, saying: Amin had already met with the hijackers and visited the hostages, and denied any involvement in this incident, and expressed willingness to serve as a mediator, working to swiftly de-escalate the situation.

On June 29, the hijackers, through Uganda’s state radio broadcast, issued a statement demanding that Israel release the 40 Palestinian fighters held prisoner in Ramla prison, and, through diplomatic channels, persuade other relevant countries to release another 13 detained terrorist suspects. The final deadline for a response was set at 14:00 on July 1; should these demands not be met, they threatened to kill all the hostages.



(2) Preparing Two Approaches, Buying Time Through Negotiation

Prime Minister Rabin once again urgently convened a meeting of the Emergency Response Command. The meeting comprehensively analyzed the intelligence gathered before the 29th, and reached the following judgment: in this hijacking incident, Amin not only had advance knowledge of the hijacking plan, but had also allowed six more terrorists to arrive overland from Somalia to rendezvous with the hijackers, bringing the total number of hijackers to ten. This showed Amin was not sincere in assisting Israel, and that his real purpose was to exploit the hijacking incident to draw the attention of the entire world, and to raise his own personal reputation; the hijackers’ objective was to use the hostages as leverage, exchanging the detained terrorists for their release, thereby forcing the Israeli government to capitulate, and undermining its prestige. Because most countries’ reactions to the hijacking incident were mixed, and their attitudes were ambiguous, Israel had no choice but to rely on its own strength, and could not place its hopes in luck or dependence on others. Based on this, the Emergency Response Command decided on “preparing two approaches,” simultaneously formulating and organizing the implementation of two separate plans: negotiating peace talks (Plan A) and a forceful rescue by military force (Plan B).

According to Plan A, Israel actively engaged in diplomatic activity, striving to resolve the crisis through peace negotiations. At the request of Israel’s Foreign Ministry, United Nations Secretary-General Kurt Waldheim came forward to persuade Amin to release the hostages, on humanitarian grounds; the French government also requested that various African countries lend their goodwill assistance. But the countries harboring the detained terrorists remained adamant, refusing to release those held in their custody.

On the evening of June 29, because the hostages’ family members were extremely agitated, strongly demanding that the relevant parties release the imprisoned terrorists to resolve the crisis peacefully, Transport Minister Yacobi and Foreign Minister Allon had no choice but to come forward and explain to the crowd that the government was fully aware how urgent the matter was, and that the final response deadline for rescuing the hostages was of paramount concern to the government at that time.

At 16:00 on June 30, the hijackers suddenly released 47 non-Jewish passengers, including women, children, and the elderly, who arrived in Paris late that same night. According to those who had been released, Amin’s mediation efforts at the residence seemed genuine, causing suspicion. The Jews were kept separate, confined within the old terminal building hall at Entebbe airport, awaiting further developments.

At 7:15 PM on July 1, the Emergency Response Command once more convened a meeting at the Prime Minister’s residence in Tel Aviv. After the meeting, the Israeli government, believing it had no way to persuade President Amin, and that the hostages’ lives were in danger, with no other option, decided to formally announce that it would negotiate with the hijackers, and notified the hijackers to prepare to release the detained terrorists held in Israel, while making clear it had not entirely ruled out military action.

On the morning of July 1, Mossad intelligence personnel embedded in Uganda reported that Amin was preparing to attend the Organization of African Unity summit in Mauritius, and the hijackers had already agreed to push back the final response deadline to 14:00 on the 4th — the same deadline the hijackers themselves had set. At 13:00, the hijackers formally announced, through Ugandan radio broadcast, that they had unilaterally extended the final deadline by 72 hours, that is, until 14:00 on the 4th. At 14:15, Ugandan radio also announced: the guerrilla forces had decided to release all non-Jewish hostages (the hijackers had originally also planned to release all 12 crew members, but the crew had insisted on remaining with their passengers as their responsibility, and voluntarily gave up the chance for freedom).

The Emergency Response Command immediately convened a meeting to discuss countermeasures, unanimously agreeing that: it was now beyond doubt that the hijackers had specifically targeted Israel for retaliation; moreover, the fact that Amin would attend the Organization of African Unity summit was consistent with the deadline extension announced by the hijackers, which not only demonstrated his close connection with the hijacking incident, but also implied that nothing would happen within these three days. Accordingly, Prime Minister Rabin instructed Defense Minister Peres and Chief of the General Staff Gur that they must have all military-action preparations completed by dawn on July 3, while also having Foreign Minister Allon announce externally that preparations were underway to release the detained terrorists, in order to further deceive the hijackers.



(3) Standby for Action, Secretly Arming for a Military Rescue

From the moment the hijacking incident occurred, the Ministry of Defense had already begun researching how to rescue the hostages through military means. By the morning of July 2, the military had already gathered all manner of detailed intelligence, and the operational plan was gradually being refined. At 15:00 that afternoon, Prime Minister Rabin, accompanied by Defense Minister Peres, listened to Chief of the General Staff Gur’s report on the plan for the military rescue of the hostages. The main content included the following:

1. The overall commander of this operation was the Israeli air-force commander, Benny Peled, with the ground-operation commander being Paratroop Commander Yekutiel Adam, and the field commander for the hostage-rescue detachment being paratroop regiment commander Colonel Yonatan Netanyahu.

2. Six aircraft were used. Of these, four C-130 transport aircraft, designated Numbers 1 through 4, were primarily responsible for carrying the assault troops; two Boeing 707 passenger aircraft, one serving as an airborne command aircraft, with air-force commander Peled personally directing the operation, orbiting over Lake Victoria near Kampala throughout the raid, and the other serving as a mobile field hospital aircraft, responsible for the emergency evacuation of the wounded, deployed at Kenya’s capital, Nairobi International Airport.

3. The strike force totaled 280 men, organized into four combat teams:

The 1st Team, the hostage-rescue detachment, would take the lead using a Mercedes-Benz sedan disguised as Ugandan President Amin’s own official vehicle, with two military transport trucks following close behind, posing as the president’s “guard escort,” using the pretext of the president visiting the hostages to head directly to the old terminal building at Entebbe airport, responsible for capturing the terrorists and rescuing the hostages, and escorting the hostages directly to board the aircraft. The 2nd Team, the support force, was responsible for using firepower to seal off the various roads leading to the airport runway, blocking the control tower and any Ugandan troops stationed at the airfield that might reinforce the area, covering the boarding of the rescued hostages, and being responsible for blocking any possible Ugandan army counterattack. The 3rd Team, tasked with destroying enemy aircraft on the ground for the purposes of the raid, was responsible for destroying the Ugandan air force’s MiG fighters parked at the airfield, radar, communications equipment, and was also responsible for severing communications, covering the safe withdrawal of all strike-force personnel and the hostages. The 4th Team, the reserve force, tasked with support-operation duties, since the hijackers had not set up any defensive fortifications, had essentially no fortified positions to attack, and so this reserve force was mainly tasked with reinforcing the 2nd Team’s combat operation of sealing off the airfield. With Colonel Netanyahu as leader of the command team, the command team and the 1st combat team rode aboard Aircraft No. 1; the majority of the 2nd combat team rode aboard Aircraft No. 2; the majority of the 3rd combat team rode aboard Aircraft No. 3; and the 4th combat team, along with the remaining personnel of the other teams, rode aboard Aircraft No. 4. Each combat team’s heavy weapons and equipment, along with the light vehicles they carried, were loaded aboard their respective combat team’s aircraft.

4. The question of aerial refueling. Three scenarios were devised: refueling separately at Nairobi, Entebbe, and Kenya’s Nairobi airport. The first two scenarios were too dangerous, carried out right under the enemy’s nose. The final scenario — Mossad had already made contact with the Kenyan government, and the condition was that Israeli aircraft would need to be disguised as civilian cargo aircraft. Given that Kenya had comparatively good relations with Israel, this scenario was favored.

5. Timing of the strike. The primary objective of the rescue operation was to save the hostages, and this must be carried out before the hostage-takers began killing hostages; in addition, in order to facilitate the rescue operation, the timing of the strike needed to be chosen for a period during which Nairobi had no commercial flights arriving or departing. According to gathered intelligence, from midday on July 3, Entebbe airport would have no aircraft taking off or landing, until 2:30 in the afternoon the following day, when a British “Comet” aircraft would fly from London to Mauritius, making a stopover there. Accordingly, the rescue operation was scheduled to be carried out late at night on July 3, concluding at 2:00 AM on July 4.

6. Regarding the deployment situation of the Ugandan army. Uganda’s total military strength was 21,000, with 276 armored vehicles, 30 MiG-17 fighters, and 50 MiG-21 fighters, of which about half its troop strength was deployed between Entebbe and Kampala. At Entebbe airfield, two battalions were stationed, equipped with anti-aircraft artillery and tanks, with only about 70 men normally on duty guarding the airfield.

7. Regarding the estimated timing of the operation. From the moment the aircraft landed to the moment the hostages boarded and withdrew, the operation would take no more than one hour at most. Accordingly, this rescue operation was codenamed “Operation Thunderbolt.”



(4) Lightning Strike, Successful Rescue of the Hostages

On the afternoon of July 3, Prime Minister Rabin convened a cabinet meeting at his office, and the meeting reviewed and approved the plan for the forceful hostage rescue. In order to gain time for the rescue, the aircraft carrying the hostage-rescue force had already departed before the cabinet meeting formally approved the plan, though Prime Minister Rabin had specially instructed beforehand: should the cabinet meeting not approve the plan, all aircraft must immediately turn back, and no one was permitted to act on their own initiative.

By the time the cabinet meeting gave its approval, the overall commander, air-force commander Peled, was already aboard the airborne command aircraft, and the medical team of 33 doctors and nurses, led by Dr. Bakhtar, aboard the Boeing 707 serving as the mobile field hospital, had already reached Nairobi International Airport. To avoid being discovered, the aircraft was parked in a restricted zone. Apart from several senior Kenyan government officials and the Nairobi police chief, no one else knew of this. In addition, carrying 280 Israeli strike-force personnel, the 4 C-130 transport aircraft took off from Ofira Air Base at 2:30 PM on July 3, by which time they had already crossed the southern tip of the Sinai Peninsula.

All 4 C-130 transport aircraft carried civil-aviation markings, initially flying along commercial air routes. Once they flew out past the southern tip of the Sinai Peninsula, in order to evade detection and monitoring by Arab-nation radar networks and surveillance vessels, the aircraft shut off their radios, maintaining just enough distance to keep the aircraft ahead of them in sight, one following closely behind the other, flying at extremely low altitude, hugging the Red Sea. During the flight over the Red Sea, the formation was escorted at high altitude by 8 Israeli F-4E Phantom fighters, along with one refueling tanker accompanying them to refuel the fighters.

At dusk, the formation reached the vicinity of Djibouti, and, according to plan, the formation changed course to the right, flying over Ethiopian airspace, continuing to fly at extremely low altitude southward through the dense mountain forest region. At around 8:00 PM, the formation reached the airspace over Kenya, and, at last, at around 10:43 PM (11:43 PM Uganda time), arrived at Entebbe airfield. Five minutes before this, the command aircraft, orbiting over Lake Victoria at Nairobi, had already refueled and organized command guidance. The four transport aircraft descended to an altitude of 800 meters and began their approach to Entebbe airfield.

“Where are you coming from? Where are you going?” The airport control tower suddenly issued a challenge. “We are Zaire Air Force freight aircraft; requesting permission to land for people who have come to rescue the hostages taken by Israel!” replied Aircraft No. 1. Because the control tower had no reason to suspect that the Israeli government had already agreed to the hijackers’ demands, they had no reason at all to doubt the sudden appearance of these aircraft, and the tower replied “Permission to land granted,” and, at the same time, the duty personnel switched on the night landing guidance lights and searchlights.

The four aircraft split into two groups: Aircraft No. 1 and No. 2 landed on the old runway, while Aircraft No. 3 and No. 4 landed on the new runway, with their rear cargo doors already open. Aircraft No. 1 landed first, at 23:01, and, while the aircraft was still taxiing, the rear cargo hatch had already opened. The moment the aircraft came to a stop, with their faces smeared in black camouflage paint, the 1st combat team drove a Mercedes-Benz sedan and military trucks straight off the aircraft. Because the lead vehicle was a Mercedes sedan, the Ugandan soldiers guarding the old terminal building mistakenly believed the Ugandan president had arrived, and immediately saluted, and were quickly gunned down by the sub-machine-gun-armed assault troops. Soon after, the remaining aircraft, at intervals of two minutes each, landed safely in succession, and all the strike-force personnel proceeded to their pre-assigned combat positions according to the pre-arranged plan, heading toward each of their combat objectives.

The 1st combat team’s assault personnel disembarked from their vehicles, quickly rushing toward the door of the old terminal building, and immediately engaged in fierce gunfire with the terrorists guarding it. The first to fall was the terrorist standing at the door, Jayel Wilfried, but the female hijacker, Gabriele Kröcher-Tiedemann, reacted quickly, raising her submachine gun to fire back stubbornly, but was struck down by a burst of gunfire from the assault force. To prevent friendly fire, the assault team members had taken off their Ugandan-army-style caps, wiped the black grease paint from their faces and hands, and it was at this very moment that the airfield command tower first realized something was wrong, and cut off the airfield’s electricity, plunging the entire airfield into darkness.

Two of the terrorists inside the hall began firing indiscriminately with rifles and pistols, sweeping the crowd, and one hostage was unfortunately struck and killed. The assault team rushed into the hall, shouting in Hebrew: “Get down! Get down!” Those hostages who understood Hebrew and had quickly dropped to the ground, mixed among the crowd, and the two terrorists standing out amid the crowd like a crane among chickens became easy targets. Within seconds, the assault force’s submachine guns unleashed a hail of bullets against them. A few people, because of slower reactions, were struck by friendly fire from the assault team, one dying on the spot, and another hostage was likewise seriously wounded. The fighting inside the hall lasted only one minute and 45 seconds before it was declared over.

The assault team went upstairs to the second floor, and found two hijackers hiding in a bathroom, killing them on the spot. Another hijacker, hiding in a warehouse at the airfield, was also killed in the ensuing exchange of fire. In this way, a total of 7 hijackers were killed, and the remaining 3 hijackers fled into the darkness of night.

While rushing to take photographs and fingerprints of the killed terrorists, the assault team also quickly organized all the hostages to move toward the location where the C-130 transport aircraft were parked. Once the hostages reached the vicinity of the aircraft, they immediately boarded. All the aircraft were guarded by more than ten team members, with their engines never shut off the entire time, ready to take off at any moment. At this point, Ugandan defenders began to counterattack, with the control-tower guns opening extremely fierce fire. The 1st combat team, to suppress the enemy’s firepower, used anti-tank missiles and heavy machine guns to return fire against the control tower. At 23:54, the No. 2 C-130 transport aircraft, carrying the wounded assault team members struck by gunfire and the majority of the hostages, was the first to take off, heading for Nairobi International Airport.

The other combat teams’ operations also proceeded very smoothly. Once the 3rd combat team disembarked from their aircraft, they drove armored transport vehicles directly toward the parking apron and fuel depot of the Ugandan air force, destroying 7 MiG-17 fighters and 4 MiG-21 fighters, and setting fire to one fuel depot. The 2nd combat team’s assault personnel seized the airfield’s command tower, killing 22 Ugandan guards and commanders, destroying the airport’s flight-communications equipment, and taking on the task of providing covering fire. When the Ugandan army dispatched one company of reinforcements to approach the airfield, they came under ambush from the 3rd and 4th combat teams’ recoilless rifle- and armored-vehicle-equipped forces, and the reinforcement force suffered heavy casualties before retreating. By the time the Ugandan army had reorganized its reinforcement force to reach the airfield, the entire rescue operation had already concluded, and the last C-130 transport aircraft took off at 0:30 AM on July 4.



(5) Safe Return, Complete Success of the Operation

The 1st C-130 transport aircraft arrived at Nairobi International Airport at 2:06 AM, and the wounded were immediately carried aboard the Boeing 707 that had been fitted out as a mobile field hospital for medical treatment, with the more seriously wounded transported by ambulance to a Kenyan national hospital. Afterward, within 30 minutes, the other aircraft also landed safely in succession. To evade possible Ugandan interception, before dawn the 6 aircraft refueled and took off again to fly home, with the formation flying a route around the Indian Ocean, the Gulf of Aden, and the Red Sea, adopting extremely low-altitude, concealed flight. At 10:00 AM on the 4th, the formation entered Israeli airspace, and, at 11:01, landed safely at Ben Gurion International Airport in Tel Aviv, bringing the entire rescue operation to a successful conclusion.

In this operation, Israel successfully rescued 102 hostages, with 3 more killed and 1 missing (this hostage had been receiving treatment at a hospital in Kampala at the time, and was later killed by Amin). The assault force suffered 1 death and 3 wounded; all weapons and equipment, and the vehicles used, were brought back safely undamaged; 10 hijackers were killed, of which 7 were killed on the spot, and 3 escaped; and the Ugandan army’s Entebbe airfield defenders suffered about 45 killed, with 11 MiG fighters and important airfield command, communications, and navigation equipment destroyed.





III. Analysis

Israeli special forces personnel undertook a long-range raid of more than 4,800 kilometers, passing through the airspace of many hostile countries, reaching an airfield guarded by armed troops, swiftly rescuing all the hostages, eliminating the hijackers, destroying the airfield’s facilities and combat aircraft, and routing the defending forces — all while sustaining only minimal losses of its own, successfully completing the hostage-rescue mission. In this operation, the resoluteness of command decision-making, the meticulousness of the rescue plan, the swiftness of the strike-force action, and the brilliance of its final victory can all be considered classic. In the difficulty and success of this operation, I believe it reached the pinnacle of counter-hijacking operations, unsurpassed to this day. Accordingly, this is one of the classic case studies that our senior military commanders must study.


(1) Bold, decisive decision-making was the key to the success of this rescue operation

Throughout history, virtually every accomplished military strategist has regarded hesitation and indecision as the harbinger of defeat. And this time, in order to rescue the hostages, Israel showed great courage in taking risks, bold decisiveness in its planning, and swift decision-making in the course of the anti-terrorism operation’s history — this was truly rare. This rescue operation faced three major difficulties, none of which an ordinary hostage-rescue operation would typically encounter. First, the location where the hostages were held — Uganda — was unfriendly toward Israel. At the time, the great majority of African nations, including Uganda, maintained a pro-Palestinian stance in the Arab-Israel conflict. Since the Amin government had earlier gifted the former Israeli embassy to the Palestine Liberation Organization as its base, Uganda’s animosity toward Israel had only intensified. Second, the distance from Israel to Uganda was extremely far, with a straight-line distance of more than 3,000 kilometers, and, along the flight route, the majority of countries were hostile toward Israel and could not risk detection through enemy radar surveillance, requiring a detour by sea, meaning the actual one-way flight distance would reach as much as 4,800 kilometers. Given such a long-distance raid, on one hand, should the plan be discovered by a hostile country, the safety of the entire raiding force would face grave threat; on the other hand, although Israel’s C-130 transport aircraft had a relatively long operational range, they lacked mid-air refueling systems, making it impossible to refuel in flight, requiring at least one refueling stop along the route to and from Uganda, but, because there were so few countries friendly to Israel in Africa, this refueling problem was likewise extremely difficult to resolve. Third, the hijackers were numerous, and the hostages were also many, and Entebbe airfield still had Ugandan troops guarding it. Rescuing the hostages quickly was by no means an easy task, and a forceful military rescue, combined with organizing the evacuation of the hostages, was also very complicated. Moreover, using the army to enter another nation’s sovereign territory to carry out a military operation was an act of violating that nation’s sovereignty, and would inevitably meet with fierce resistance from the Ugandan army. Facing such unprecedented difficulties, being able to decisively decide, within an extremely short window of time, to carry out a forceful hostage-rescue operation truly demanded that the decision-makers possess extraordinary courage.



(2) Preparing two approaches, extensively using deception, both won precious time for the rescue operation, and also achieved surprise in the operation

Israel’s government firmly upheld the “two approaches” policy from the outset, and, in planning the forceful rescue, adopted the tactic of “using peace talks to deceive,” which effectively lulled the hijackers and Ugandan authorities into complacency. After the hijacking incident occurred, Israel actively used the friendship between the French government and the former Chief of the General Staff, Chaim Bar-Lev, who happened to be visiting Uganda, contacting Amin, and expressing willingness to resolve the matter through negotiation, along with the hostages held under Israeli guard, in exchange for terrorists. In order to demonstrate “sincerity,” Israel also prepared to exchange the names of prisoners held across various regions of Israel with the hijackers, but at the same time, pointed out that verifying these lists would require some time, requesting an extension of the final deadline for the hostage exchange. Whether this was due to Amin’s mediation efforts, or the hijackers’ “sincerity” toward the Israeli government being non-genuine, the hijackers released 148 non-Jewish hostages, and extended the deadline for the hostage exchange by 3 days. Having determined that the rescue operation would be carried out on the night of July 3, Prime Minister Rabin, on one hand, instructed the military to be fully prepared for military action by dawn on July 3, while, on the other hand, also requesting that Foreign Minister Allon publicly announce, externally, that preparations were being made to release the detained terrorists, further deceiving the hijackers. Two hours before the rescue operation, the Israeli government also had the French ambassador to Uganda telephone Amin, requesting that he come forward once more to mediate, once again giving the hijackers false confidence, relaxing their vigilance. When the aircraft arrived over Entebbe airfield, Israeli pilots, using the name of an East African airline, contacted the airfield’s command tower by radio, deceptively claiming they were transporting hijackers who wished to be released, further preventing the airfield from taking precautionary measures. In addition, so as to make this operation as foolproof as possible, Israel likewise adopted well-meaning “deception” against its own people, effectively preserving the secrecy of the operation. Although the rescue force had already departed ahead of schedule, Prime Minister Rabin still convened a meeting to seek the opinions of cabinet members. When the special forces set out to execute the operation, an agreement had already been made in advance: should the cabinet not approve the plan, the aircraft would need to immediately turn back.



(3) Fast, accurate intelligence support laid the foundation for correct decision-making and meticulous planning

Intelligence and information are the foundation of command decisions, and also the key to the success or failure of combat operations. In order to gather relevant intelligence information quickly, accurately, and in detail, Mossad worked around the clock, sparing no effort. First, they dispatched personnel who had participated in the construction of Entebbe airport’s old terminal building, gaining detailed knowledge of the airfield’s overall layout, the primary building structures, and, in particular, the structure of the old terminal building where the hostages were held. From the 1960s through March 1972, relations between Uganda and Israel had been good, and Israel had helped train Ugandan troops, and had also assisted in the construction of the old terminal building at Entebbe airfield, and, after the hijacking incident occurred, the Israeli construction company responsible for the building immediately provided its architectural blueprints. Second, they dispatched espionage personnel to conduct aerial and maritime reconnaissance of Entebbe airfield from the Lake Victoria area of Kenya, and requested that American intelligence agencies provide extensive intelligence on Entebbe airfield’s facilities, troop deployments, air-defense positions, weather and river conditions, and other information. Third, through friendly nations such as the United States, Britain, France, Germany, and Canada, they collected images and information about the hostages, in order to help assault-force personnel distinguish hostages from hijackers during the rescue operation. Fourth, from the freed hostages, they gained an understanding of the hijackers’ numbers and characteristics, the interior structure of the building, whether the building had a fire-suppression sprinkler system, whether landmines had been laid around the old terminal building where the hostages were held, and other important information such as the level of alertness of the hijackers and the deployment of Ugandan soldiers around the perimeter. In such a short window of time, Mossad completed such an enormous amount of intelligence-gathering work, truly worthy of being called the world’s top intelligence agency. Based on the intelligence provided by these intelligence organs, Israeli construction engineering personnel astonishingly built a mock airfield model in just three days, with the mock control tower’s size, position, runway length, and other details identical to the actual Entebbe airfield, and even the old terminal building’s room layout, and the direction the doors and windows opened, matched precisely. It was precisely because of this highly realistic mock training model that Israeli assault-force personnel were able to memorize the layout of the old terminal building — every room, every passage, every door — and the specific positions of the hijackers and hostages, so that, through repeated tactical drills, they became so thoroughly familiar with the operational actions needed that they ensured the accuracy and swiftness of the rescue operation.



(4) Meticulous planning and thorough contingency plans provided a guarantee for the swift, successful completion of the rescue mission

Because of Israel’s realistic and reliable intelligence-gathering work, the rescue operation’s plan was well-suited to the actual conditions on the ground. The flight plan was formulated by the air-force commander himself, taking responsibility for it, with matters such as the aircraft’s preparation, the sequence of takeoffs, and the flight route being carefully determined based on the pilots’ assessments. The ground-operation plan was formulated by the paratroop commander, taking responsibility for it, with the assault force’s combat groupings, assigned tasks, rescue sequence, combat locations, command control, hostage evacuation, and contingency measures all coordinated with one another, forming an interlocking sequence — the tasks of each combat team were extremely clear, and every combat-team member had memorized the personal profiles of the hijackers, keeping their identifying features firmly in mind, in order to prevent mistakenly shooting the hostages. To ensure the success of the rescue, they had even prepared contingency plans for various possible unexpected developments that might occur during the return journey. In order to accelerate the pace of Ugandan reinforcements, Israel had the former Chief of the General Staff telephone President Amin in advance, in order to divert his attention. In addition, the timing of the rescue operation was carefully chosen. The operation was scheduled to be carried out late on the night of July 3, concluding by 14:00 on July 4 — on one hand because the final deadline set by the hijackers was 14:00 on July 4, and the hostages needed to be rescued before that time; on the other hand, because there would be no aircraft taking off or landing at Entebbe airfield from midday on July 3 until 2:30 AM on the 4th, making it easier to carry out the rescue operation.



(5) Realistic training and swift action demonstrated the excellent military qualities of the Israeli forces

This hostage-rescue operation proceeded almost entirely according to the originally planned timeline — from the 1st aircraft landing at Entebbe airfield at 23:01 on July 3, to the aircraft carrying the majority of the hostages taking off first at 23:54, the entire process took only 53 minutes — even 2 minutes ahead of the time estimated during the rehearsals. The rescue operation proceeded so swiftly and smoothly primarily because the strike-force personnel had undergone rigorous, close-to-actual-combat rehearsals. Although only a single day was available for these preparations before the operation, they made full use of every moment, conducting rehearsals as many as 32 times over the course of that single day. The assault-team members repeatedly drilled every step of the rescue operation, from boarding and disembarking the aircraft, to switching over, to the moment of assault on the target — every action was rehearsed. In the drills, they even simulated the scenario in which the old terminal building exploded on one side, swaying back and forth, yet the assault-team members still pressed forward without hesitation, despite the risk that the building might collapse at any moment. Pilot training was equally rigorous. To ensure the success of the rescue operation, the Israeli air force selected C-130 transport aircraft with long operational range, heavy payload capacity, short takeoff-and-landing distance, good low-altitude flight performance, and complete onboard electronic equipment, and drew the most skilled pilots from across the entire air force. Considering that the flight formation would need to fly at extremely low altitude, and that they would need to minimize engine noise when approaching Entebbe airfield, and would need to reduce the aircraft’s landing roll distance as much as possible during takeoff and landing, and might even need to land on a runway that could not be used at all — the pilots underwent rigorous training in extremely low-altitude flight, short-distance forced landings, and other high-difficulty special scenarios; Chief of the General Staff Gur even personally took part in the training. Through this training, the 70-ton transport aircraft could take off almost like a helicopter, requiring only 210 meters of runway to come to a stop upon landing, and, flying at extremely low altitude, could weave through mountain valleys at night in the desert like a fighter jet — all truly breathtaking, high-difficulty maneuvers. When the formation reached the airspace over Kenya at 8:00 PM on July 3, the weather suddenly turned violent, with thunder and lightning crashing, and the aircraft shaking violently, yet the pilots, relying on their superb skill, braving the risk of being struck by lightning, under extremely poor visibility conditions, relied on radar to navigate forward, and, after two hours of flying, finally emerged from the thunderstorm zone.

In addition, the significance of this operation extends beyond the rescue of the hostages themselves. As former American Secretary of State Henry Kissinger remarked: “The surprise attack at Entebbe raises a new proposition for modern warfare — in future localized wars, the involvement of assault forces in battles, campaigns, and even strategic-level outcomes will exert a major influence.”





Chapter 106: US Special Forces’ Rescue Operation for American Hostages at the Tehran Embassy

(November 4, 1979 – April 24, 1980)




I. Background of the Incident

Before 1979, relations between the United States and Iran had once been extremely close. At that time, in order to check the Soviet Union from the south and to pursue its own interests in the Middle East, the United States vigorously supported the Iranian king, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, as its proxy in the region. Relying on American support, Pahlavi (who had assumed the throne in 1941), through the development of Iran’s abundant petroleum resources, vigorously advanced modernization, and Iran experienced a comparatively prolonged period of economic prosperity. However, during his reign, his strengthening of an autocratic system and his push for secularizing, Westernizing reforms met with fierce resistance from Iran’s traditional Islamic establishment. In the latter half of the 1970s, factors such as widening wealth inequality and political repression fueled growing dissatisfaction within Iranian society, and Islamic fundamentalist forces, led by Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, seized the opportunity to vigorously incite an Islamic revolution. In 1978, a large-scale movement against the Pahlavi dynasty erupted in Iran.

On January 16, 1979, the Shah, Pahlavi, was forced into exile abroad. On February 1, Khomeini, who had been living in exile in France, ended his 15 years of exile and returned to Iran, beginning to promote a radical Islamic revolution. On February 11, Khomeini declared the abolition of the monarchy, establishing an Islamic republic, and establishing the Islamic Revolutionary Provisional Government. On April 1, the Islamic Republic of Iran was formally established. Because the United States had consistently supported Iran’s former king, Pahlavi, Khomeini harbored extreme hostility toward the United States, and, on top of this, that March, the United States mediated the signing of the Camp David Accords for reconciliation between Israel and Egypt, arousing strong dissatisfaction among many Arab nations, including Iran, causing U.S.-Iran relations to grow increasingly hostile. On October 22, disregarding Iranian objections, the United States admitted Iran’s former king to the country to receive medical treatment for his illness, further intensifying anti-American sentiment within Iran. On October 29, Khomeini delivered a speech in the holy city of Qom, condemning American support for the former Shah, declaring that “America’s rule over Iran is the root of all our misfortunes,” and stated that the Iranian people must respond to this in kind. On October 30, Iran’s foreign ministry issued a note to the American government, strongly demanding that the Shah and his wife be extradited back to Iran. On November 1, the United States flatly refused. On November 1, Khomeini called on the Iranian people to demonstrate against the United States and Israel, and referred to the American government as “the Great Satan” and “the enemy of Islam.” This anti-American rhetoric was extremely inflammatory, and it soon drew more than a thousand people to gather around the American embassy to protest — thereby igniting a hostage crisis unprecedented in the history of international relations.




II. Course of the Battle

This hostage-rescue operation went through the following four phases:


(1) The Hostages Are Taken, and a Secret Plan Is Made for a Forceful Rescue

At around 10:30 AM on November 4, 1979, about 500 students gathered at a large building near Roosevelt Street, east of the American embassy in Tehran, where a student leader read out the plan of action to the crowd. Afterward, they formed a column, marching in the direction of the American embassy, singing as they walked, while displaying signs reading “Death to the King,” on the surface commemorating the one-year anniversary of the student movement against the Shah. When the female students at the front of the column passed the embassy gate, the male students immediately rushed the embassy. At this point, the embassy’s gate was locked. Several male students who had been pre-selected in advance were the first to climb over the wall and force open the gate. The crowd poured into the embassy compound; American Marines on guard duty deployed tear gas, but this did not result in any serious clash with the students. By around 1:00 PM, the students had completely taken over the American embassy, seizing all 63 American diplomatic personnel present at the embassy as hostages, blindfolding them and confining them at a nearby building near the main compound (the several dozen Iranian embassy employees who had been captured at the same time were quickly released). At the time, Ambassador William Sullivan had already returned to the United States on leave, and the acting chargé d’affaires, Bruce Laingen, who happened to be conducting business at Iran’s foreign ministry at the time, along with three other diplomats, was held at that location. The students who occupied the embassy lowered the American flag, hung a banner bearing the words “Allah is Great,” and delivered speeches from inside and outside the embassy, demanding that the United States “extradite the Shah back to Iran, to be handed over to the Islamic Revolutionary Court for trial.”

That same evening, Iran’s foreign ministry issued a strongly worded statement, expressing that this incident “reflected the sentiments of the Iranian people,” and “was caused by America’s admission of the Shah.” The following day, Khomeini and the Iranian government publicly declared their support for the students’ actions, and abolished the 1959 U.S.-Iran security agreement. The various political parties and organizations that supported Khomeini responded one after another, and, in Tehran, a million-strong demonstration was held, chanting slogans such as “extradite the king” and “execute Carter.”

After the hostage-taking incident occurred, the American government, on one hand, actively sought the release of the hostages through diplomatic channels, and, on the other hand, immediately began urgently planning a military rescue operation. That same day, the American Joint Chiefs of Staff immediately established the “Blue Light” task force, dedicated to researching the use of special forces to rescue the hostages. On November 9, President Jimmy Carter urgently convened a National Security Council meeting, with Vice President Walter Mondale, National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski, Defense Secretary Harold Brown, and Chief of the Joint Chiefs of Staff David Jones and others in attendance, to specifically study how to rescue the hostages.

The meeting proceeded amid a tense atmosphere, with two conflicting views sharply clashing. One view advocated using military means to force Iran to release the hostages, requiring, if necessary, bombing military targets surrounding Tehran and blockading Iran’s maritime outlets. The other view, led by Secretary of State Cyrus Vance, advocated seeking the release of the hostages through peaceful means, opposing any military action, believing that doing so would push Iran further into the Soviet camp and damage America’s relations with the Gulf nations. The meeting ultimately decided to adopt a dual-track approach of simultaneously preparing for a forceful rescue while also pursuing diplomatic channels, and tasked the White House planning team with formulating a specific rescue plan, to be submitted to Carter, who was on vacation at Camp David, for his review. On November 20, the rescue plan was slightly revised and finalized, and submitted to relevant personnel to make preparations separately.

This forceful hostage-rescue operation was codenamed “Operation Eagle Claw.” The plan called for first infiltrating certain military and intelligence personnel into Tehran, to reconnoiter the relevant situation, and to make the necessary material and equipment preparations; when the strike force arrived, they would coordinate with the operation, while simultaneously organizing and training a joint task force, to be ready to swiftly carry out the operation once conditions were ripe.

The joint task force drew personnel from the army, navy, air force, and marines. The ground element numbered 92 special forces personnel, drawn primarily from the North Carolina-based Fort Bragg counter-terrorism special forces (Delta Force), with the commanding officer being Colonel Charlie Beckwith; the helicopter element (comprising 8 RH-53D helicopters) was drawn from North Carolina’s Camp Lejeune, with the commanding officer being Colonel Edward Pitman; and the C-130 transport-aircraft element (comprising 6 C-130 transport aircraft, 3 of which carried fuel and combat aircraft) was drawn from the 8th Special Operations Squadron based at Hurlburt Field, Florida, with the commanding officer being Colonel James Kyle. The overall commander for the entire task force was army Major General James Vaught.

“Operation Eagle Claw” was planned to be carried out in three phases, with the main contents as follows:

Phase One: the C-130 transport aircraft would take off from Masirah Island, Oman, and Cairo West Airport, Egypt, and, under cover of nightfall, would enter Iranian airspace, arriving that same night at a simple airfield about 320 kilometers southeast of Tehran (designated Location No. 1, located in a desert area near Tabas in South Khorasan Province); of these, 3 aircraft would transport the 92 strike-force personnel, and the other 2 would carry fuel. At the same time, 8 RH-53D helicopters would take off from the aircraft carrier “Nimitz,” which would be waiting in the Gulf of Oman, and fly 800 kilometers to rendezvous with the fixed-wing transport aircraft at Location No. 1.

Phase Two: after refueling, the RH-53D helicopters, taking advantage of the cover of darkness, would transport the strike force, and, in the early morning hours of the following day, would move to a concealed location near the mountainous terrain northeast of Tehran (Location No. 2), lying in wait. That evening, the strike force would board previously prepared vehicles arranged by an American agent stationed in Tehran, and would head to Tehran, splitting into two routes: one route would head to the annex of the Iranian foreign ministry compound to rescue the 3 diplomats being held there alone; the other route would head to the American embassy, to rescue the remaining hostages.

Phase Three: the rescued personnel and hostages would then be transferred to a soccer field adjacent to the embassy, where rescue helicopters would fly in from location No. 3 (a desert simple airfield 80 kilometers south of Tehran) to pick them up, and would rendezvous with the C-130 transport aircraft that had flown in from Location No. 1 for their return flight (to be swiftly transported to the Middle East or Western Europe).

In addition, contingency preparations for unexpected developments were also made. Should the rescue operation be discovered and obstructed by the Iranian air force or ground forces (which the Americans estimated to be almost impossible), F-14 interceptors and A-7 attack aircraft, standing by aboard the aircraft carrier, would be prepared to launch and engage in combat, to seize command of the air and ensure the hostages could be safely evacuated.



(2) Diplomatic Efforts Fail, and the Timing of the Rescue Is Determined

After the hostage-taking incident, the entire United States was in an uproar. The Carter administration immediately protested to Iran, demanding the release of the hostages. To increase diplomatic pressure, the United States expelled 183 Iranian diplomats and personnel residing in the United States without proper authorization, halted oil imports from Iran, froze Iran’s assets in the United States, and dispatched large numbers of warships into the Indian Ocean and the Persian Gulf to demonstrate a show of force. At the same time, the United States appealed to the International Court of Justice at The Hague, submitting the hostage issue to the United Nations. But these measures only further inflamed Iran’s anti-American sentiment, making the standoff between the two sides even more difficult to ease. Nonetheless, the Iranian government, out of humanitarian consideration, twice released a portion of the hostages — 5 women and 8 African American men.

On April 1, 1980, Iranian President Abolhassan Banisadr, speaking at a mass rally, declared that, so long as the United States publicly announced it would halt all hostile action against Iran, the Iranian government would decide to take custody of the hostages from the students, and would leave the hostage question to Iran’s new legislature to decide. On April 3, the Iranian Revolutionary Council formally decided to take custody of the hostages from the students. On April 4, Banisadr publicly criticized the students for holding the hostages, emphasizing that “opposing imperialism can only rely on breaking away from dependence on the United States, not on holding hostages.” That same day, student leaders issued a statement declaring that “in order not to weaken the president’s position,” they were unwilling to hand over the hostages to the government. However, on the morning of April 7, Khomeini once again publicly spoke out, announcing that he personally opposed handing over the hostages to the Iranian government’s custody. In this way, the government was once again unable to gain control of the situation. That afternoon, Carter held a press conference, announcing the severance of diplomatic relations with Iran, and the freezing of the assets Iran already held in the United States for the compensation of the hostages and their families. Carter emphasized that, should these actions still fail to secure the release of the hostages, the United States would need to consider taking further measures.

On April 11, Carter once again convened a meeting of the National Security Council. The meeting analyzed the state of affairs in Iran and the hostage issue, concluding that Iran’s political situation was in chaos, and that the safety of the hostages was growing increasingly uncertain; firmly opposing the release of the hostages, various Islamic Republican factions were leading in the ongoing legislative elections, and the newly elected legislature scheduled to convene at the end of May was essentially unlikely to make any decision regarding the release of the hostages. Accordingly, the meeting decided that the forceful hostage-rescue plan would be carried out on April 24. The reason for selecting this date was, first, because the operation required two weeks of preparation with a bright moon, to conduct final checks and finalize preparations at every level; second, because they considered that the weather conditions in the Persian Gulf region from May to November were unfavorable for helicopter operations, and, once November passed, the timing would be “too far off.” On April 16, once it had been confirmed that a peaceful resolution to the hostage situation was hopeless, Carter formally gave the order for the forceful rescue of the hostages.



(3) An Ill-Fated Sortie, Withdrawal Cut Short in the Iranian Desert

From April 19 to 23, 1980, the various units of the joint task force arrived in succession at their pre-designated staging areas. On April 23, once preparations at the Masirah and Wadi Kena air bases had been completed, Major General James Vaught took personal command.

On the afternoon of the 24th, 6 C-130 transport aircraft, carrying 92 strike-force personnel, quietly departed from Masirah and Cairo West airports in succession, evading the Arabian Peninsula’s airspace, passing over the Red Sea, the Gulf of Aqaba, and Saudi Arabia, and, after refueling at an air base on Masirah Island, Oman, entered Iranian territory from the Gulf of Oman’s coast east of Iran. To avoid being detected, the aircraft flew at a low altitude of 400 feet, flying through gaps in Iran’s ground radar tracking network that had been identified in advance. After a long-distance flight by the pilots, the 6 C-130 transport aircraft successfully arrived shortly before midnight on the 25th.

At 19:30 on the 24th, 8 RH-53D helicopters successively took off from the aircraft carrier “Nimitz,” flying toward the predetermined Location No. 1. Once the formation entered eastern Iranian airspace, it likewise adopted extremely low-altitude flight to evade radar detection.

About two hours after the helicopter group took off, the “Blade Damage” warning light on helicopter No. 6 suddenly lit up. To investigate the malfunction, No. 6 urgently made an emergency landing, and, upon discovering this, the trailing helicopter No. 8 landed as well. After inspection, they discovered that the pressure differential in the main rotor blade had already vanished, and, according to flight-manual regulations, the aircraft had to be abandoned. Accordingly, No. 8 took aboard the crew of No. 6, and continued the flight.

One hour later, the helicopter formation encountered a large sandstorm of unclear density and size. Although the formation flew through the dust storm, helicopter No. 1, carrying the formation commander, developed a fault amid the sandstorm and was forced to make an emergency landing.

After another hour, the formation once more encountered an even larger, thicker dust storm. The sky was obscured by swirling yellow dust, and visibility fell below 100 meters, making flight extremely difficult; some pilots even lost their spatial orientation, and, unable to distinguish between clouds and darkness, lost their sense of balance, forced to rely entirely on instrument readings rather than visual observation to control their aircraft, and the formation’s structure was likewise thrown into complete disarray. Suddenly, helicopter No. 5’s electromagnetic compass display showed an anomaly; the aircraft commander (the deputy commander of the helicopter unit) determined the aircraft could not continue the mission, and, following the special-circumstances contingency plan, guided by wireless telegraph, abandoned the mission and flew back to the “Nimitz” carrier.

The remaining 6 helicopters had great difficulty pushing through the sandstorm. The first helicopter reached Location No. 1 at 00:50 on the 25th, about 50 minutes behind schedule; the last helicopter arrived at 1:40, nearly two hours behind the planned schedule.

While the transport-aircraft element waited for the helicopter formation to arrive, they encountered some trouble. Just as they had smoothly landed (the simple airfield was located alongside a dirt road in the desert), a large bus happened to pass by and was seized by the task force, with its passengers detained. Upon inspection, the passengers were 44 Iranian civilians avoiding the daytime heat by traveling at night. A few minutes later, a fuel tanker truck and a small pickup truck also arrived. Despite attempts to block them, the strike force opened fire, and the fuel tanker caught fire after being struck, but the driver and his passenger jumped from the cab and fled in the pickup truck. American forces judged that they were likely fuel smugglers, and would not likely report the incident to the Iranian authorities.

However, when the transport aircraft were refueling the helicopters, it was discovered that helicopter No. 2’s hydraulic system had failed, and several components were damaged. Although the pilot indicated it could still fly, the helicopter unit’s commander refused, believing that, under such heavy load and high-risk conditions, flying a malfunctioning aircraft would risk destroying both plane and crew. This meant that, of the helicopters still capable of continuing the flight, only 5 remained, but the plan required 6 helicopters to continue with the second phase of the operation; the commanders had no choice but to discuss whether to abort the mission. The on-scene commander, Air Force Colonel James Kyle, proposed continuing the mission, but the rescue-force commander, Colonel Beckwith, insisted on aborting the operation. He argued that, using only 5 helicopters to continue carrying out the mission would require reducing the number of strike-force and support personnel, and the number of people already fell short of what was minimally required, and the strike force had not even conducted a rehearsal with 5 helicopters for the mission — proceeding under such circumstances would be far too risky. Around 2:10 AM, this opinion was reported to overall commander General Vaught, who accepted Beckwith’s view. Through a satellite phone connection to Washington, he suggested immediately canceling the operation. Carter, along with National Security Advisor Brzezinski and Secretary of State Vance, urgently deliberated, and swiftly gave their consent to abort.

Thereupon, the joint task force began the tense work of withdrawal. At around 2:48 AM, the C-130 refueling helicopter No. 3 was forced to stop refueling because of insufficient fuel, and helicopter No. 3 could only prepare to fly to another C-130 transport aircraft parked alongside the road to refuel. Because helicopter No. 4’s front wheel had been crushed flat and could not taxi, it needed to reposition to make way for helicopter No. 3 to take off. In the darkness, the pilot made an operational error, and the helicopter’s massive, high-speed rotating rotor blade sliced into the C-130 transport aircraft parked beside it; in an instant, both aircraft burst into raging flames. Three helicopter crew members and five transport aircraft crew members were burned to death, and another five were burned. As the aircraft’s onboard ammunition began exploding, to avoid drawing even greater danger from Iranian authorities discovering the operation, and given time pressure and limited fuel, the task force abandoned its plan to fly the remaining helicopters back to the “Nimitz” carrier, instead deciding to have everyone board the C-130 transport aircraft for the return flight. In order to prevent the helicopters from falling into Iranian hands, American forces had originally wanted to destroy them, but, fearing the explosion might damage the runway, this plan was abandoned. At 3:30 AM, the 5 C-130 aircraft took off from Location No. 1 in succession; before departing, the task force released the detained tourists. Left behind in the desert were 8 American corpses, 5 helicopters, and the wreckage of 2 aircraft. Fortunately, the task force did not come under any Iranian attack during its return flight, and was able to successfully withdraw.



(4) Sparking Uproar, Ultimately Resolved Through Negotiation

At 1:00 AM Eastern Time on April 25 (the same time), the American government, for the first time, publicly announced to the press that it had carried out a hostage-rescue operation against Iran, and that the operation had failed. The White House subsequently notified members of Congress and allied governments of the relevant circumstances. At 7:00 AM, President Carter delivered a televised address to the nation, announcing that he would take full responsibility for this incident.

The failure of the rescue operation left the Carter administration in an extremely awkward, passive position both domestically and internationally. Secretary of State Vance, who had resigned four days before the operation even began, had made clear his deep dissatisfaction that Congressional leaders had not been consulted beforehand. Allied nations, too, harbored considerable resentment, since the United States had previously requested that they respond to sanctions against Iran, yet had itself acted militarily without any prior notification. U.S.-Iran relations sharply deteriorated, though Iran did not take additional hostages; instead, it later sent the 8 corpses to the U.S. embassy building. To prevent a second American rescue attempt, the students transferred the hostages, dispersing them to various locations across the country to be held separately. Afterward, the United States continued its diplomatic efforts, seeking the support and mediation of the international community. On July 11, Iran released one more ill hostage.

On July 27, 1980, the exiled Iranian king, Pahlavi, died in Egypt. At this time, relations between Iran and Iraq grew increasingly tense, with border clashes occurring one after another. Affected by Western economic sanctions, Iran’s domestic economy also deteriorated. Certain figures within Iranian political circles gradually came to sense that the prolonged unresolved hostage question had also become a burden for Iran. In September 1980, after the war between Iran and Iraq broke out, in order to avoid becoming even more internationally isolated, Iran proactively requested to work toward resolving the hostage question. In January 1981, through the mediation of Algeria and other countries, the United States and Iran finally signed an agreement resolving the hostage issue, and the remaining 52 American hostages, who had been held for 14 and a half months, were all released from Iran, finally bringing the long-running American hostage crisis to an end.





III. Analysis

The hostage-rescue operation ended prematurely partway through, with two aircraft colliding and causing heavy casualties, seriously damaging the prestige of the United States, and harming national interests; this hostage-rescue operation was undoubtedly a failure. Afterward, the U.S. Congress and the Pentagon each established investigative committees to look into the causes of this tragedy, and military research personnel from various countries also offered a wide range of views. As the investigative committee’s report stated, the American military had conducted lengthy preparations for this hostage-rescue operation, and, on the whole, the plan and strategy were feasible, but there were deficiencies in the preparation process — particularly with regard to equipment, weather, and communications — that led to the operation’s failure, and the lessons drawn from it are well worth our earnest study.


(1) Inadequate assessment of the difficulties involved, and a high helicopter malfunction rate, were the direct reasons the operation ended prematurely

From the moment the hostage-taking incident occurred, the American military immediately began hands-on preparations for the rescue operation, formulating an extremely detailed rescue plan, taking into account not only the aircraft types, sorties, terrain, and flight routes needed, but also setting out detailed regulations governing the timing of the operation’s start, the method by which the rescue force would infiltrate, the methods for rescuing the hostages, and the withdrawal route. The U.S. Congress and Pentagon’s final assessment concluded that the operational plan was feasible, and had a fairly good chance of success. Nonetheless, from the perspective of how the operation actually unfolded, this rescue plan suffered from insufficient precision in design, and failed to consider even the slightest deviation or difficulty that might arise, and, in particular, the estimated helicopter malfunction rate was far below the actual malfunction rate encountered, directly leading to the operation ending prematurely.

In this rescue operation, helicopters were the protagonist of the mission; by rights, more backup helicopters should have been provided, to ensure the smooth execution of the rescue operation. Yet, based on the operational guidance principle set by the decision-making level — that the rescue operation must give the feeling of not alarming the American public, let alone starting a war — the American military, from the very outset, strived to limit the scale of the participating forces to the smallest degree necessary to complete the mission of rescuing the 53 hostages held at the Iranian embassy, and, accordingly, estimated the minimum number of helicopters needed at 6. Although the operational planning department had considered that helicopters might experience malfunctions during the long-distance flight, and, to leave a margin of error, set the number of helicopters departing at 8, this later proved to be far from sufficient.

There were two reasons the planning department underestimated the helicopter malfunction rate: first, there was no ready-made data available on the malfunction rates of helicopters flying long distances, and no necessary testing had been carried out. The RH-53D helicopters used for this rescue operation were, because of their air-transport capability, folding rotor blades, and a design more conducive to concealing operational intent, favored by the planners. But this aircraft type had originally been used for minesweeping at sea, with an operational range of only 400 kilometers, generally unsuited for long-range flights. But to execute this rescue mission, the navy modified the aircraft, adding auxiliary fuel tanks, extending its range to 900–1,000 kilometers. Yet the straight-line distance from the “Nimitz” aircraft carrier to Tabas was close to 1,000 kilometers, and would also require flying under harsh weather conditions, resulting in an extremely high malfunction rate. Second, they had inadequately grasped relevant data on helicopter performance. Relevant data indicates that, over its seven years of use, the operational availability rate of the RH-53D helicopter stood at only 36% to 47%. According to this calculation, this operation should have deployed at least 12 helicopters. But the operational department, in formulating its plan, had either not grasped this information, or had neglected it, and, considering only confidentiality and reducing personnel requirements, determined the number of helicopters at 8 — insufficient, ultimately forcing the operation to be aborted.



(2) Inaccurate meteorological intelligence and poor communication links were indirect reasons the operation ended prematurely

The American military carried out an enormous amount of preparatory work for the rescue operation. From the standpoint of intelligence support, they organized thorough intelligence reconnaissance. To formulate a well-rounded rescue plan, they gathered intelligence including the layout of the embassy building, the location of hostage confinement, the number of guards, and their disposition; to determine the aircraft’s flight route into and out of the country, they conducted thorough reconnaissance and research into blind spots in Iran’s air-defense system; and to determine mid-route refueling and rendezvous points, they conducted covert reconnaissance of relevant locations based on the helicopters’ operational range, takeoff conditions, and security requirements. From the standpoint of coordinated organization of operations, they carried out effective covert infiltration and behind-enemy-lines support. The CIA had dispatched an agent codenamed “Mayer” to secretly infiltrate Tehran, and had selected three special operatives with extensive experience in covert operations to serve as his assistants. Led by Mayer, this four-person team purchased a house and vehicles in Tehran, making thorough preparations to guide the strike-force personnel as they infiltrated the American embassy. However, meteorological intelligence support before the operation was inaccurate, and communication links during the operation were poor, causing the helicopters to increase both flight time and malfunction rates, while they also proved unable to accurately handle the situation — an indirect cause of the operation being aborted midway.

First, meteorological-intelligence support was inaccurate. Although the malfunctions that forced the abandonment of the three damaged helicopters were, respectively, a cracked rotor blade, an electromagnetic compass malfunction caused by cold, and a hydraulic-system fuel-regulator pressure drop — none of which were directly caused by the sandstorm — the poor visibility brought about by the sandstorm greatly extended flight time and diverted attention, which was, without question, also a primary reason for the high helicopter malfunction rate. In addition, prolonged flight left the pilots fatigued and unable to focus, undoubtedly also contributing to poor flight discipline and the collision of aircraft. April is the peak season for sandstorms in southeastern Iran, and should have received particular attention when planning weather-intelligence support. But the planning department, having only a decade-old table of monthly sandstorm frequency data for various regions of Iran, lacked the ability to predict the immediate weather conditions, and could not anticipate the rapidly shifting, low-altitude sandstorm conditions, making accurate weather forecasting extremely difficult. On the day of the operation, April 24, American meteorological department forecasts predicted relatively good weather, with barely any chance of sandstorms. Although the American forces knew almost nothing about the weather conditions once they entered Iranian territory, and, before the helicopters took off, someone had suggested dispatching a weather-reconnaissance aircraft ahead to conduct preliminary reconnaissance near Iran, this suggestion was rejected on the grounds of maintaining secrecy.

Second, communication links were poor. In flight, out of confidentiality concerns, the aircraft maintained radio silence, seriously affecting the timely flow of intelligence information and coordinated command across the entire joint task force. In the course of flight, the original plan called for pilots to communicate with one another using hand signals or lamp signals to maintain formation, but, under conditions of extremely poor visibility, this method proved entirely useless, and each aircraft commander had no choice but to rely on his own judgment, flying independently. When the deputy commander’s aircraft, No. 5, was forced to fly back alone to the “Nimitz” carrier because of a malfunction, the helicopter unit’s commander did not learn of this until after arriving at Location No. 1. When the helicopters were caught in the sandstorm, ground command had no means of providing timely, effective assistance through coordinated command, offering no help at all to those helicopters lost in the vast desert, isolated and struggling alone. In addition, had the transport-aircraft element ahead informed the helicopter formation of the sandstorm conditions they had encountered along the way and issued a timely warning, it could have reduced the flight difficulty and malfunction rate for the helicopters. According to the account of the helicopter unit’s commander, Ed Seiffert, after entering 160 kilometers into Iranian territory, he encountered the first sandstorm, and issued a warning to the transport-aircraft element, but was told this was likely not a significant problem; when he encountered a second, even thicker sandstorm, he again attempted to notify the transport-aircraft unit’s commander, but the communication frequency was subject to interference, and he was never able to establish contact. The sandstorm caused little trouble for the transport aircraft, but proved catastrophic for the helicopter pilots — later, according to a pilot who had also served in Vietnam, this was the worst experience of his entire flying career. Had the helicopter unit grasped intelligence about the sandstorm in advance and had it been appropriate to change its flight route or altitude, or to adopt other precautionary measures in time, the flight would have gone far more smoothly, flight time would have been shortened, and the malfunction rate would likewise have been reduced.



(3) Insufficient joint training, and the failure to discover problems with the operational plan, helicopters, and personnel quality in a timely manner, was yet another important reason for the operation’s failure

Once the rescue plan was finalized, the joint task force’s various units, according to their respective task assignments, underwent five months of rigorous, intensive training. The rescue-force personnel converted a jail at Fort Bragg into a model of the embassy, and conducted repeated covert infiltration and hostage-rescue drills there. The helicopter unit conducted training in nighttime long-distance, low-altitude flight in the western desert terrain, drilling long-distance flights of more than 800 kilometers from a set departure point to carry out their task, and, although the operation was planned to be conducted on a moonlit night, training required landing in complete darkness. The transport-aircraft element trained nearby at Florida’s air-force base, likewise focusing on takeoff and landing operations under desert conditions in the depths of night. However, for confidentiality reasons, at the outset each unit was aware only of its own task, without knowing the operational plans and training conditions of the other units, and it was not until less than a month before the operation that the joint task force’s main force relocated to a desert training base near the Salton Sea in western America for joint training. Because of the limited time available, only 4 joint training exercises were carried out, and, out of fear of exposing operational intent, a comprehensive, near-actual-combat joint drill was never carried out even once. It was precisely because of this lack of comprehensive joint training that it proved difficult to verify the results of training, and problems that arose during the actual operation could not be exposed in advance during training, ultimately leading to the operation’s failure.

First, contingency plans were inadequate. Although some contingency plans had been formulated, because of inadequate preparation for difficulties, no one had ever anticipated the scenario of fewer than 6 helicopters remaining operational, and how to handle this situation, and this scenario had never come up during training. Second, coordination between the various units was inadequate, and command was lacking throughout the operation. Because the joint-training period was so brief, the different units were unfamiliar with one another, and some helicopter pilots did not even know the name of the on-scene commander; no ground command post had been established, and during the actual operation there was no unified command structure formed at all. At Location No. 1, although it had already been made clear that the on-scene commander was the air-force colonel, Kyle, he had not been given any clear authority requiring the other units to obey his command. The on-scene command authority was unclear, and relationships were poorly coordinated, coupled with the chaotic circumstances at the time of the withdrawal, all of which were important reasons for the aircraft collision and heavy losses that followed. Third, the helicopters themselves had not received thorough inspection beforehand. These aircraft had been sent, individually, to the “Nimitz” carrier ahead of time, where personnel there carried out flight testing and maintenance, joining the rescue force only four days before the operation began. Although this theoretically guaranteed that the aircraft participating in the operation were in good working order, because they had not undergone rigorous testing inspections comparable to the level of the rest of the training, this laid hidden risks for the aircraft’s high malfunction rate. Fourth, pilots were unfamiliar with the helicopters. Because the RH-53D was a naval aircraft, the Defense Department’s original plan called for naval pilots to serve as primary pilots, with Marine attack-helicopter unit pilots serving as co-pilots. But naval pilots were unfamiliar with long-distance, low-altitude, nighttime flight, which mainly relied on visual navigation, and, later, most of the helicopters were flown by Marine pilots. When helicopter No. 6’s rotor-blade malfunction warning light illuminated during the flight, it was warning that the pressure-charged nitrogen within the rotor blade might be leaking. Among naval helicopter pilots, this situation would mean that a crack had already appeared on the rotor blade, and would have prompted repeated helicopter crashes, and pilots would decide to land immediately. However, on the navy’s RH-53D helicopters, the same situation did not necessarily indicate a genuine malfunction; according to the naval pilot’s flight manual, such an aircraft could still safely fly for another 79 hours.



(4) Concealed operational intent, and decisive termination of the operation, were the highlights of this rescue operation

Although “Operation Eagle Claw” ultimately failed partway through, an examination of the shortcomings that led to its failure nonetheless reveals two beneficial aspects worth learning from and reflecting upon: attention to operational secrecy, achieving surprise, and decisively terminating the operation, avoiding even greater losses.

On one hand, in order to strictly maintain confidentiality and achieve operational surprise, the United States adopted a number of measures. First, they strictly controlled who was aware of the details. Of those who knew the full rescue plan, there were only a handful, including President Carter, the Defense Secretary, and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff; the unit commanders participating in the rescue operation only knew their own respective assignments at first, and did not understand the full scope of the operational intent. Second, they employed deception. In the days leading up to “Operation Eagle Claw,” the American naval carrier formation conducted continuous exercises in the Arabian Sea, with C-130 transport aircraft frequently coming and going from staging bases in Egypt and Oman, causing the imminent rescue operation to appear unremarkable. On the night of the operation, the United States also carried out an exercise with the Israeli navy, to draw the attention of Soviet electronic reconnaissance vessels, coordinating with American operations. Third, they employed public-opinion deception, lulling Iran into complacency. President Carter consistently proclaimed a humanitarian

spirit, releasing embassy personnel, and made enormous diplomatic efforts to this end; people had no idea the United States would resort to military force to rescue the hostages. On April 7, 1980, President Carter announced the severance of diplomatic relations with Iran, publicly declaring that, before mid-May, the United States would not consider taking any military action against Iran. These measures effectively deceived and lulled Iran, leaving it inadequately prepared. From the very outset of this operation through to its midpoint, until it was ultimately fully withdrawn, at no point was it ever discovered by the Iranian side.

On the other hand, faced with an unexpected situation, the United States decisively decided to abort the rescue operation, avoiding even greater casualties that might have resulted from continuing to take risks. Compared with other operations, this rescue operation was carried out under extremely complex conditions, an extraordinarily difficult undertaking; had the operation not been decisively aborted, it might well have encountered even greater, more numerous, and even more serious errors. First, the operation risked exposure. Because the fuel-tanker driver and the personnel aboard the small truck successfully escaped at Location No. 1, if they reported the situation to the authorities, the operation would quickly be exposed, and, had Iran taken preventive measures, even if everything else that followed proceeded smoothly, the rescue operation would have found it very difficult to succeed. Second, the road ahead remained extremely dangerous. Judging from the planned route, the helicopters would, at that point, still need to pass through the Kavir Desert, and would need to cross the Kavir salt marsh to reach Tehran, a distance of still 320 kilometers; should they encounter another sandstorm, the helicopters could still experience further malfunctions, and whether they could safely reach Tehran remained an open question. In addition, once the rescue succeeded, Iran would certainly already have discovered it, and whether the joint task force could safely withdraw in the face of Iranian air-defense and ground firepower interception was also a major challenge. Third, the probability of a successful rescue was low. Using 92 assault-force personnel to rescue 53 hostages held in an enemy capital, guarded by armed personnel, was already at the bare minimum required, and, under circumstances where the assault-force personnel would need to be further reduced, and might need to be reduced even further afterward while still needing to continue carrying out the mission, the risk was truly too great. Therefore, when one’s own combat capability could no longer meet the actual demands of the operation, the task-force commander’s decisive decision to abort the plan was entirely correct, avoiding even greater casualties that might have resulted from continuing to take risks.





Chapter 107: Russia’s Moscow Hostage-Rescue Operation

(October 23–26, 2002)

At around 9:00 PM Moscow time on October 23, 2002, more than 50 Chechen terrorists, armed and carrying explosives, forced their way into the Dubrovka Theater in southeastern Moscow, taking more than 800 audience members and performers present hostage, creating the world-shocking “Moscow Hostage Crisis.” After a standoff lasting nearly 57 hours, at 5:30 AM on the 26th, Russian special forces, having preemptively deployed an incapacitating gas, launched a lightning assault, wiping out 50 terrorists, including their leader, Movsar Barayev, successfully preventing a large-scale explosion, and rescuing more than 750 hostages, though 130 hostages died. The participating units suffered no casualties. On the whole, this hostage-rescue operation was a success, and can be regarded as a classic in the history of international counter-terrorism.




I. Background of the Incident

This “Moscow hostage crisis” was not an isolated incident; it was a concentrated reflection of profound historical factors, a complex international backdrop, and direct, immediate causes, rooted in ethnic and religious contradictions within Russia.


(1) From a historical perspective, ethnic grievances laid the seeds of disaster

Chechnya is Russian federal territory, located on the northern side of the Caucasus Mountains, bordering Georgia, with an area of 15,700 square kilometers and a population of about 320,000. As early as the 1700s, successive Tsars pursued a policy of ethnic expansion in the Caucasus region, forcibly conquering Chechnya through military means, thereby sowing the seeds of ethnic conflict. In 1859, Chechnya was formally incorporated into Russian territory, but its ethnic resistance movement never ceased. In 1931, the former Soviet Union combined Chechnya and Ingushetia into a single autonomous oblast; in 1936, this was reorganized into the Chechen-Ingush Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic. In 1944, the Soviet Union, accusing the Chechen-Ingush people of colluding with Nazi Germany, abolished the autonomous status of the Chechen-Ingush Republic, and forcibly deported 380,000 Chechens and 90,000 Ingush to Kazakhstan, Central Asia, and Siberia, further deepening ethnic conflict. In January 1957, although the former Soviet Union restored Chechen autonomous status, the animosity created among the displaced ethnic peoples never dissipated. The collapse of the former Soviet Union in the 1980s provided Chechnya with an opportunity for independence. In 1991, Dzhokhar Dudayev, a former Soviet air-force major general, swiftly organized his own armed force. That October, Chechnya declared independence, but this met with an armed crackdown from Russian authorities. In December 1994, Russia launched the First Chechen War, attempting to restore its rule over Chechnya. At the end of 1996, the First Chechen War concluded, with both sides beginning peace talks in the early part of the year, reaching a political agreement to “postpone the question of Chechnya’s status for five years.” Chechnya achieved de facto independence. In August 1999, Chechen armed forces invaded Dagestan, and Russia dispatched a force of more than 100,000 troops, launching the Second Chechen War; by early 2000, it had largely destroyed Chechnya’s illegal armed forces and gained control over the whole of Chechen territory, but the Chechen question was never truly resolved politically. Since the establishment of the Chechen resistance government’s armed forces, in order to resist and retaliate against Russian authorities, they have planned and carried out a series of terrorist activities aimed at seeking ethnic independence; this hostage crisis was one of them, and continued the settling of historical grievances between the Chechen and Russian peoples.



(2) From a geopolitical perspective, American-Russian competition fueled the flames

The Caucasus region has always been a whirlpool of international geopolitics. This region borders the Black Sea and the Mediterranean to the west, connects Southern Europe, Central Europe, and North Africa; borders the Caspian and Aral seas to the east, deep in the heart of the Russian mainland, screening Iran, Turkey, Syria, and Iraq to the south, and dominating the Middle East from a commanding position. Strategically speaking, whoever controls the Caucasus can win control over the region surrounding the Caucasus. Economically speaking, the Caucasus and Caspian Sea region has already proven petroleum reserves of 16 billion tons, and its projected reserves are estimated at 50 billion to 140 billion tons — one-third of the Middle East’s own proven reserves. Because the Caucasus region is the essential route through which Caspian Sea resources are transported west, whoever controls Chechnya essentially controls this region’s energy supply. After the collapse of the former Soviet Union in 1989, NATO, led by the United States, frequently invited former Caucasus republics such as Azerbaijan and Georgia to participate in joint military exercises within the framework of peacekeeping partnerships, and, through various means, secretly supported and connived with Chechen illegal armed forces, attempting to exploit the Chechen issue to check Russia. To Russia, the Caucasus region serves as a natural barrier blocking NATO’s eastward expansion; should it lose control over this region, it would lose its political, economic, and even military, cultural, and other connections and influence with the Middle East, Central Asia, and South Asia. Accordingly, Russia has never yielded an inch on the Chechen question, and, relying on its traditional influence in the Caucasus region, prioritizes security and counter-terrorism goals, establishing military bases in Armenia, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan and other Commonwealth of Independent States member nations, to guard against further American infiltration into that region. This tug-of-war over external environments provided Chechen illegal armed forces with a certain degree of international space to survive and develop, and this only fueled the intensification and spread of Chechen ethnic separatist activity.



(3) From an immediate cause perspective, reality demonstrates the incident was deliberately provoked

After the two Chechen wars, the living space of Chechen illegal armed forces was severely compressed. Politically, under the influence of the “9/11” terrorist attack incident, the United States and other Western nations began cooperating with Russia and other countries to combat terrorism, causing Chechen illegal armed forces to gradually lose the sympathy and support they had once received from outside forces. Militarily, exploiting the momentum of a growing consensus with Russia on international counter-terrorism cooperation, Russia continuously strengthened its efforts to combat Chechen illegal armed forces, using powerful military means to further intensify its crackdown, and, having reached an agreement with Georgia, cleared out the terrorist separatist forces entrenched in the Pankisi Gorge. A few months before this hostage incident, Vladimir Putin had repeatedly rejected negotiation demands from Chechen illegal armed force leader Aslan Maskhadov, and had clearly stated that Maskhadov had no choice but to surrender unconditionally. In order to gain greater external support and to break free from their military predicament, the Chechen illegal armed forces decided to take a desperate gamble, carefully planning this incident, hoping to achieve a shock effect, drawing the world’s attention, and diverting Russia’s counter-terrorism focus away from Chechnya.





II. Course of the Battle

Russia’s response to this hostage crisis went primarily through the following four phases.


(1) Phase of the Incident’s Outbreak

This hostage-taking incident was a long-planned, meticulously organized terrorist activity carried out with internal and external coordination. As early as half a year before the incident, the terrorists had, through an underground organization in Moscow, rented a house in a remote area near the suburban airport as a secret storage location for weapons. Before the incident occurred, the terrorists had already stored dozens of firearms and nearly 2 tons of explosives in this house. Three weeks before the operation, the terrorists began departing Chechnya in batches according to plan, disguising themselves as ordinary citizens, legally leaving the country, evading blockades, taking circuitous routes abroad, and entering Moscow, immediately receiving assistance from underground organizations upon arrival, quickly “vanishing” into the vast sea of the city. The dozens of Chechen illegal armed members hiding in Moscow were internally organized with extremely strict management; these people were organized into several action groups, and members of each action group knew only their direct superior, and only learned, after the hostage-taking incident had already broken out, that the operation’s overall commander was Movsar Barayev, the nephew of Arbi Barayev, a major leader of Chechen illegal armed forces killed by Russian forces in June 2001.

The theater where the hostage crisis occurred was located at No. 7 Melnikov Street in southeastern Moscow, originally the cultural palace of a bearing factory, renovated into a large theater accommodating 1,400 spectators. The terrorists chose this location as their target after careful consideration. First, its location was advantageous. Although the theater is only 4.5 kilometers from the Kremlin, because it is located in a remote industrial district, its security was relatively lax. Second, it was frequented by foreigners. The terrorists believed that only by taking a larger number of foreign hostages could they draw greater international attention, thereby creating conditions for foreign forces to intervene in Chechen affairs. Third, it had high attendance rates and a large audience. This theater was, at the time, the most modern and comfortable in southeastern Moscow; apart from the main auditorium, the theater also had a dance hall, a bar, a restaurant featuring musical performances, and a striptease bar. In order to attract customers, the theater also adopted a series of promotional measures, including giving away free tickets. According to relevant reports, on the night of the incident, the theater’s occupancy rate reached 50%. Fourth, the theater had already become a secret nest for the terrorists. In the summer of 2002, a Chechen merchant named Ruslan found the theater’s management department, and, at a high price, rented part of the theater’s basement, opening a nightclub called “Central Station No. 2.” When decorating, Ruslan, on the pretext of wanting to understand the theater’s structure, requested the complete architectural blueprints of the theater, allowing the terrorists to gain a detailed understanding of the building’s construction, providing the basis for planning the hostage-taking operation and placing explosives. He also opened a small bar at the theater’s entrance, in order to observe personnel entering and exiting, and to monitor the theater’s security activities. In the weeks before the incident, the terrorists, under the guise of “fellow countrymen” from Chechnya, repeatedly visited Ruslan’s nightclub, watching plays, drinking, dancing, visiting each department of the theater, gaining familiarity with the theater’s layout.

On the evening of October 23, 2002, an atmosphere of joy filled the theater, with the audience deeply immersed in the musical comedy “Nord-Ost.” Amid the crowd, laughter was heard constantly. At around 9:00 PM, more than 50 armed men, led by Movsar Barayev (most of them women), carrying machine guns, automatic rifles, pistols, and other weapons of various types, along with large quantities of explosives, arrived at the theater in four vehicles, and swiftly rushed into the building. According to a pre-arranged plan, they controlled every key location within the theater. Several masked men, dressed in camouflage and wielding weapons, rushed onto the stage, firing into the air at what appeared to be a spontaneous performance, and immediately took more than 60 audience members and performers hostage. After the terrorists showed themselves, some quick-witted audience members and performers fled the theater. Afterward, in order to publicly display their “goodwill,” the terrorists also released dozens of children and women, though at the time, more than 150 people had been taken hostage, and by that night, the number of detained hostages had grown to about 800.

Audience members at the scene used their mobile phones to call the police, and public-security police and SWAT teams quickly rushed to the theater after receiving the report, engaging in an exchange of fire with the terrorists. The terrorists shouted: “We have explosives strapped to our bodies, and there are more explosives placed throughout the theater; if you don’t stop your attack immediately, we will destroy the theater, and the hostages will die with us!” The police, sensing the gravity of the situation, halted their assault, reporting the circumstances to their superiors and requesting reinforcements.

After the incident occurred, the Chechen illegal armed forces immediately issued a statement online, and the Al Jazeera television station promptly broadcast a video the terrorists had pre-recorded, claiming responsibility for this hostage-taking incident, and demanding that Russia withdraw its troops from Chechnya within 7 days (later changed to 3 days), or else they would blow up the theater, dying together with the hostages.

After the hostage crisis broke out, Russian President Putin immediately canceled a planned visit abroad, urgently convening a National Security Council meeting to discuss countermeasures, and personally directed the rescue operation. After a brief exchange of views, Putin formulated a policy of “no compromise, preparing simultaneously for negotiations and forceful action, grounded in the ability to launch a forceful rescue,” and instructed the security forces to formulate a rescue plan based on this policy, ensuring hostage safety to the greatest extent possible while resolutely eliminating the hostage-takers. At 22:10, under the leadership of the Security Service, a joint command post was established near the theater. Moscow Military District’s 55th Division and 1st Special Forces Brigade, a combined total of 450 officers and men, arrived at the scene at the first opportunity, quickly encircling the theater, controlling key points, and establishing two blockade lines within 100 and 300 meters of the theater, dispersing the crowd and maintaining order. At 22:40, the “Alpha Group” special-operations team belonging to the Federal Security Service’s border-guard arm arrived at the scene, arming for a forceful rescue. Under the direct command of Security Council director Vladimir Rushailo, Moscow’s mayor Yuri Luzhkov, and presidential aide Sergei Yastrzhembsky, the various participating units formulated a rescue plan codenamed “Thunderstorm” (grosa). To prevent the terrorists from spreading word and stirring up even larger-scale terrorist activity throughout Moscow, Russia’s Interior Ministry and Defense Ministry rapidly mobilized a combined total of more than 3,000 elite troops, sealing off the area, controlling the city’s overall situation, and strengthening patrols and the guarding of important targets throughout the city.

At around 23:30, President Putin delivered a televised address to the Russian people, calling on the people to unite and bravely respond to the terrorist attack.



(2) Phase of Standoff

In the early morning of the 24th, Russian authorities began contacting the hostage-takers through various channels, striving for a political resolution to the crisis. On one hand, Russian authorities made contact directly with the terrorists at the theater, publicizing government policy and making their position clear. On the other hand, some figures with connections to Chechnya, including representatives of Chechnya to the Duma, well-known Chechen political, cultural, and business figures in Moscow, and the ambassadors of the United States, Germany, Austria, and other countries whose citizens were among the hostages, also attempted to establish contact with the hostage-takers through various channels. After painstaking negotiations and contact from all sides, at around 10:00 AM on the 24th, the hostage-takers agreed to provide the hostages with food and water, and to provide medical treatment to injured hostages, even allowing individual reporters to enter the theater with photography equipment to cover the story.

As a “propaganda” tool for the so-called “justice” of Chechen independence, the hostage-takers ceaselessly subjected the hostages to “political offensives,” preaching the “legitimacy” of Chechen independence; they also encouraged the hostages to use their mobile phones to speak with family members, in order to incite the hostages’ relatives to petition the government, throwing social order into turmoil. At 13:15 on the 24th, the terrorists allowed one Russian parliamentary member, two representatives from the International Red Cross, and one reporter from Britain’s Times newspaper to enter the theater. After this, the terrorists released one British man, one Russian woman, and three children in succession. At 15:00, the hostage-takers began a telephone conversation with Irina Khakamada, leader of Russia’s right-wing Union coalition and a member of parliament; after more than an hour of contact, the hostage-takers agreed to release 40 more foreign hostages. By early morning on the 25th, the situation had grown relatively calm, but the hostage crisis had still shown no substantive turning point.

On the 25th, the terrorists grew increasingly harsh in attitude, declaring that they would not release the hostages unless the Russian government recognized the Chechen provincial governor Aslan Kadyrov. On the daytime of the 25th, because of the news coverage of a female reporter, Olga Chernyak, who had gained fame for reporting on the Chechen war, and who had spent nearly two hours talking with the hostage-takers, the terrorists demanded that Putin himself personally provide proof of troop withdrawal, or else they would take the most extreme measures. On the afternoon of the 25th, the hostage-takers issued an “ultimatum”: should Russia not meet the demand to withdraw troops from Chechnya by 10:00 PM that night, they would begin executing hostages.

In light of the fact that preparations for a forceful rescue had not yet reached final readiness, the command center decided to continue buying time by delaying, doing everything possible to appease the hostage-takers. At 16:45, the head of the Federal Security Service’s border-guard bureau publicly announced that, should the hostage-takers release the hostages, the Russian government would guarantee to provide all necessary transportation and other conditions to allow the hostage-takers to flee to a third country, ensuring their safety from criminal prosecution. That evening at 8:00, two hours before the hostage-takers’ final deadline, in order to further placate the hostage-takers, President Putin once again gave a televised address, expressing willingness to negotiate with the hostage-takers, but insisting that they must first release the hostages. At the same time, Putin also instructed the command center that, no matter what the hostage-takers demanded or with whom they wished to negotiate, the command center must satisfy their requests. At 21:00, well-known Russian politician and former prime minister Yevgeny Primakov, with Putin’s authorization, took the initiative to go to the theater and spent 30 minutes negotiating with Barayev. Although this did not achieve the anticipated result, it bought precious preparation time for the forceful rescue operation.



(3) Phase of the Assault

Under conditions where preparations for the forceful assault were essentially complete, at 11:00 PM on the 25th, Russian intelligence departments used electromagnetic jamming equipment to sever the hostage-takers’ connection with outside terrorist organizations. Having lost contact with the terrorist organization, the hostage-takers grew restless and anxious. At 2:00 AM on the 26th, a young boy, out of fear, suddenly threw a tantrum, rushing toward the theater’s exit and shouting: “Mom, can I go home now?” The hostage-takers opened fire and killed him. Afterward, the hostage-takers again shot and killed one woman, and wounded two more hostages, and the tense atmosphere within the theater deteriorated sharply.

Given that the terrorists might carry out a large-scale massacre of hostages at any moment, at 5:30 AM on the 26th, the Emergency Response Command issued the order to attack, and assault-team members, pre-positioned at various locations, sprang into action, launching a swift and fierce assault against the theater from multiple directions. The rescue operation adopted three targeted measures, achieving a fairly good assault effect. First, they used a special chemical agent, to prevent the detonation of explosives. According to a Russian Interior Ministry official’s disclosure, just before the assault began, the “Alpha” team first released an anesthetic gas — a derivative of fentanyl. The pre-positioned team released this substance twice: after the first release, the pre-positioned team discovered it had not yet achieved the desired effect, and so supplemented with a second release. It was later determined that the dosage administered exceeded normal levels by a factor of five. When the fighting began, most of the hostage-takers inside the theater’s main hall had already been rendered unconscious by the poison gas, losing their capacity to act. The assault team rushed into the hall, and immediately fired at the unconscious hostage-takers, and then removed the explosives strapped to their bodies, thereby averting a massive explosion. Second, they focused their attack on the key point, capturing the hostage-takers’ leader alive. In order to precisely strike the hostage-takers’ leader, Barayev, Russian forces had pre-positioned an assault group outside the wall near his command post. When the battle began, Barayev and his companions, who were in the midst of drinking, had no time to react appropriately before the assault team broke through the window and wall, swiftly and precisely killing him. Third, they carried out an inside-outside pincer attack, dividing and destroying the enemy. Once the order to attack was given, the pre-positioned assault groups underground, on the roof, and outside the walls broke through five prearranged breach points, charging into the theater from below, above, and both sides and the front, instantly forming an inside-outside pincer formation. The “Alpha” team, pre-positioned in the underground tunnels and infiltrated among the hostages, launched their assault from underground and inside the theater; Interior Ministry special forces personnel, pre-positioned at various theater corridors and main entrances and exits, used high-powered explosives to blast open the doors, windows, and walls, and, from outside and in the air, launched a fierce assault, coordinating with the police SWAT teams standing by inside the theater to burst in from the front, joining forces to attack. To prevent the hostage-takers who were still walking around from shooting at the assault forces approaching from the front, Russian pilots threw hand grenades, and, from the front, urged the hostages rushing out of the theater to open fire, quickly and accurately suppressing the assault team’s approach with fire. The firefight in the frontal area did not last long; within a matter of dozens of seconds of combat time, 50 terrorists, including the hostage-takers’ leader Barayev, were killed on the spot.

At 7:50 AM on the 26th, Russia’s Interior Ministry announced that, after three days, the hostage crisis had come to an end, and the Federal Security Service had gained complete control over the theater. Later, Russian authorities announced that the units participating in the rescue operation suffered no casualties; 50 terrorists had been killed in the assault, with a small number of others who had mixed in among the hostages, 3 of whom were later captured; and, at the time, 67 hostages had died, with 750 injured. On the 28th, it was further announced that the number of dead hostages had risen to 118. According to later reports, the final death toll among the hostages reached 130.



(4) Phase of Rescue and Aftermath

Before the forceful rescue operation began, Russia’s Emergency Situations Ministry and the Moscow city government rapidly established an emergency rescue command post, to unify and coordinate on-site rescue work. The Emergency Situations Ministry activated a reserve materiel dispatch mechanism, urgently transporting food, water, medicine, and firefighting equipment from various warehouses; the Health Ministry, together with the Interior Ministry and the Federal Security Service, established a “Psychological Aid Center” near the site of the incident, receiving family members of hostages and providing shelter for rescued personnel. Moscow’s telephone department quickly established a hotline to seek and rescue missing persons, providing information to hostage family members; the city’s transportation bureau mobilized more than 100 buses, gathering nearby the scene, standing by. Moscow’s major hospitals urgently recalled all doctors and nurses, mobilizing more than 200 ambulances, and clearing out more than 2,000 hospital beds, making thorough preparations for treatment. Once the assault team gained control of the theater, Russian bomb-disposal experts immediately entered the theater to conduct a thorough search, discovering and removing large quantities of explosives, including more than 130 kilograms of explosive material, 20 hand grenades, more than 80 improvised explosive devices, and 18 human-worn suicide vests. Afterward, under the direction of the on-site emergency-rescue command post, more than 700 rescue personnel swiftly entered the scene to organize the evacuation and rescue of all hostages, transporting them, within half an hour, to more than ten hospitals throughout Moscow for medical treatment.

At 7:00 AM on the 26th, Russia’s Federal Security Service and Interior Ministry ordered a citywide manhunt, conducting rigorous investigation of all personnel at the site of the incident, tracking down any terrorists who might have concealed themselves among the hostages, and issuing wanted notices for any who had escaped. Russian special forces and Moscow police immediately imposed tight citywide security, conducting a house-by-house search to root out any who had slipped through the net and any internal collaborators, and, working through the night, arrested more than 30 informants who had provided intelligence to the hostage-takers, thoroughly eliminating Chechen forces’ “terrorist network” within Moscow, and subsequently captured three more hostage-takers found hiding among the hostages. At the same time, Russia seized this favorable opportunity to launch a counter-terrorism operation codenamed “Caucasus” in the northern Caucasus region, further expanding the scope of its counter-terrorism campaign. The North Caucasus Military District, beginning on the 27th, carried out a large-scale sweep of the northern Caucasus region, and carried out targeted clearing operations in several regions with heavy Chechen illegal armed presence, dealing a heavy blow to the Chechen illegal armed forces. At the same time, Putin personally signed an order declaring October 28 a national day of mourning, and dispatched Deputy Prime Minister Valentina Matviyenko to handle the aftermath. He provided each deceased victim’s family with 100,000 rubles (equivalent to about 3,200 U.S. dollars) in solatium and 14,200 rubles (equivalent to about 450 U.S. dollars) for funeral expenses, and provided rescued hostages with a subsidy of 50,000 rubles (equivalent to about 1,600 U.S. dollars); a dedicated consultation organ was also established to provide the hostages and their families with the necessary reassurance and psychological treatment, in order to stabilize social sentiment.





III. Analysis

Russia’s Moscow hostage-rescue operation was a relatively successful case study in the history of international counter-terrorism. This operation involved dozens of hostage-takers, and a considerable portion of the more than 800 hostages taken were women, producing a powerful shock effect on society, and fully highlighting the developmental trend and characteristics of terrorism. The high-level decision-making was firm, the decision-making was resolute, and the emergency-response mechanism was rapidly activated; the special forces made use of special weapons and special tactics in the course of their operations, fully demonstrating the style of modern counter-hostage-taking combat operations. But hostage deaths were numerous, the rescue operation was relatively chaotic, and the way the hostage crisis was handled remains a matter of considerable debate, leaving behind many experiences and lessons.


(1) Russia’s senior leadership held firm on the counter-terrorism question, decision-making was decisive, and the crisis-handling mechanism operated with high efficiency; the coordination among the various strong-arm departments was tight — this was the key to the success of this hostage-rescue operation

Correct and timely organizational command was key to the success of this hostage-rescue operation. Russia’s experience and lessons in handling this hostage crisis — and especially large-scale hostage-taking incidents — demonstrate that, from a formal standpoint, this was a wartime-scale military operation, but the objective it needed to achieve was typically political, economic, and diplomatic in nature, with strong political implications and enormous handling difficulty; whether such an incident could be handled well bore directly on national security and the overall situation, the nation’s reputation and image, public morale, and the safety of citizens’ lives, and needed to be treated with the utmost seriousness. From this instance of resolving the hostage crisis, Russian authorities left two profound impressions in terms of organizational command. First, on the question of counter-terrorism, they held a firm stance and made decisive decisions. In the 20th century, Chechen illegal armed forces had, on multiple occasions, created large-scale hostage-taking incidents in Russia, such as at Budyonnovsk and Kizlyar, while at that time then-Prime Minister Viktor Chernomyrdin, in handling the crisis, at one point demonstrated excessive weakness, leaving behind lasting aftereffects. But in this hostage crisis, President Putin immediately formulated a policy of “no compromise, preparing simultaneously for negotiations and forceful action, grounded in the ability to launch a forceful rescue,” and instructed the strong-arm departments to formulate a rescue plan based on this policy, ensuring, to the greatest extent possible, the safety of the hostages while resolutely eliminating the hostage-takers. Less than two hours after the incident occurred, President Putin dedicated himself to giving a televised address, calling on all Russians to unite, and bravely resist the terrorist attack. Afterward, in the several televised addresses given for the purpose of seeking a political resolution to the crisis, Russian authorities consistently held firm to the principle that hostage-takers must first release the hostages. When the terrorists began killing hostages by gunfire, Russia’s senior leadership swiftly made up their minds, decisively deciding to implement the pre-planned scheme for a forceful hostage rescue. These swift, correct decisions by the senior leadership were the fundamental basis for the successful resolution of this crisis. Second, the crisis-handling mechanism operated with high efficiency, and coordination among the various strong-arm departments was tight. A flexible, efficient handling mechanism is the basis for correct, timely organizational command; only by continuously refining the emergency-response mechanism can one respond quickly, make decisive decisions, and handle matters effectively when a terrorist incident occurs. Through years of struggle against terrorism, Russia had already established a fairly effective emergency-response mechanism, that is, a three-tier crisis-handling system consisting of the National Security Council led by the president, a joint command center staffed by heads of the primary responsible departments, and an on-site command post led by their deputies. Not long after the terrorist incident occurred, Putin received the relevant situation report, and, at the time, was planning to visit Germany and Portugal and attend the APEC meeting in Mexico; he immediately established the Federal Security Service’s border-guard bureau chief’s leadership involvement, urgently convening the prime minister, the head of the presidential administration, the Interior Minister, and the Federal Security Council’s chief and other department heads to study countermeasures, and swiftly established a joint response center to be directly responsible to President Putin for handling the crisis, and established the on-site joint command post, with the Federal Security Council’s first deputy chief responsible for coordinating the on-site command, negotiating and coordinating between the participating strong-arm departments, with Moscow’s mayor and the presidential aide jointly responsible for on-site negotiation work. According to the command center’s unified deployment, the various strong-arm departments swiftly gathered their elite forces, coordinating closely with one another, forming a cohesive overall force; the various participating units quickly arrived at the scene, establishing a blockade of the area, organizing negotiations, maintaining order, patrolling and guarding important targets throughout the city, and other activities. The Interior Ministry’s deputy minister, Vasilyev, summed up the operation, stating: “All the participating units demonstrated a fairly high standard of professional competence and coordination capability.”



(2) Meticulously formulating a plan of operations, employing special weapons and special tactics, and using appropriate tactical methods, were important experiences that led to the success of this hostage-rescue operation

Dealing with terrorist incidents — and particularly hostage-taking incidents — involves a highly restricted operational space, an extremely dangerous operational environment, an ever-changing on-site situation, and combat opportunities that are difficult to grasp; the launch of an assault operation often cannot be determined by one’s own will alone, and can even require going into battle “hastily.” Commanders must flexibly apply a variety of tactics tailored to the actual circumstances, basing themselves on the most difficult, most complex circumstances to conduct thorough combat preparations, in order to steadily achieve victory when the opportunity for battle arises. In this hostage-rescue operation, Russian forces demonstrated two experiences worth noting from a tactical standpoint. First, the operational plan was fairly thorough, and the participating units’ combat preparations were fairly ample. “Everything succeeds through preparation, and fails without it” — only by considering everything thoroughly can one achieve steady victory. In this hostage-rescue operation, Russian forces, on one hand, actively and proactively made use of every condition, exhausting every possible means, to strive for a political resolution to the crisis; on the other hand, they also consistently grounded their efforts in the possibility of a forceful assault, urgently and thoroughly making every combat preparation, formulating a thorough operational plan. Their specific division of labor: participating units were organized into groups for storming, infiltration, assault, bomb disposal, and support, among others; each smaller team had clear divisions of responsibility, operating both independently and in mutual support. Second, based on the theater’s terrain, the “Alpha” team pre-positioned personnel to covertly infiltrate the theater, waiting for the order to attack before entering from underground; Interior Ministry special forces personnel pre-positioned at various theater corridors and main entrances and exits used high-powered explosives to blast open doors and walls, striking from multiple directions with great intensity; the SWAT team, meanwhile, waited within the theater to burst forward from the front, joining forces for a coordinated attack. Combining light and heavy equipment. To prevent personnel losses during movement, they positioned armored transport vehicles and other heavy equipment in front of the theater before the operation began, and, once the operation commenced, used armored vehicles to cover the rapid approach to the target. These measures were adopted with only a very small number of participating units, yet still achieved combat victory, playing an important role. Second, their tactical methods were appropriate, and this was key to the success of the rescue operation. Given that the Chechen terrorists carrying out the hostage-taking carried large quantities of explosives, and their leader, Barayev, was a desperado with rich experience in terrorist activity, preventing explosions and killing the hostage-takers’ leader were the top priorities of the rescue operation. To this end, the command center formulated two targeted measures: first, participating units, before the operation, released a special chemical agent — a derivative of fentanyl — causing the terrorists to lose their capacity for action, unable to resist or trigger explosives, thereby averting a large-scale explosion. Second, they focused their attack on eliminating the hostage-takers’ leader first. Given that the hostage-takers’ command post was located in the middle of the theater, an assault group dedicated to eliminating the leader was pre-positioned outside the theater wall, and, when the assault began, quickly blasted through the wall to breach it, first killing Barayev and his subordinates, throwing the hostage-takers into chaos, unable to organize effective resistance.



(3) Inadequate assessment of the terrorists’ willingness to take risks, insufficient intelligence-information support, and inadequate, untimely medical rescue leading to enormous casualties, were the shortcomings of this hostage-rescue operation

Although Russia’s intelligence and information reconnaissance conducted after this hostage crisis occurred — particularly tactical intelligence and information reconnaissance — used advanced methods, organized thoroughly, and comprehensive in content, quickly clarified the hostage-takers’ identities, fully grasped the on-scene circumstances of the hostage-takers’ activities and their psychological state, providing a basis for the authorities to characterize the incident, allowing them to firmly seize the initiative in diplomatic exchanges, and providing accurate intelligence support for the forceful assault operation, there are nonetheless two lessons worth reflecting on. First, they inadequately assessed the extreme willingness of terrorists to take risks in the capital region. Although Russian authorities placed great emphasis on counter-terrorism efforts, they were particularly lacking in ideological preparation for the possibility of a large-scale terrorist incident occurring specifically within the capital region, and preventive measures were insufficiently thorough, resulting in a major intelligence failure. The terrorists had, in recent years, repeatedly attempted to take hostages within the capital region, and had already, on multiple occasions in Moscow, planned and carried out a series of terrorist incidents, yet this had never attracted the necessary high-level vigilance from the relevant departments. The terrorists prepared a large quantity of weapons within the Security Service’s own restricted zone, and dozens of individuals covertly infiltrated Moscow in batches from Chechen territory, thousands of kilometers away, and repeatedly disguised themselves to scout the theater in advance, yet security intelligence departments remained entirely unaware. This demonstrates that Russian authorities’ understanding of the cruelty and complexity of the counter-terrorism struggle was inadequate, and also exposed considerable gaps in the relevant functional departments’ security work within the capital, particularly with regard to inspection of firearms, ammunition, and explosive materials, reflecting the intelligence departments’ lack of effective means to obtain relevant intelligence on major terrorist activity, and inadequate reconnaissance and control over key terrorist figures. Second, poor communication between the operational department and the medical department led to significant casualties among hostages after they were poisoned. In this forceful rescue operation, although special forces rescued the great majority of the hostages, the use of an incapacitating gas caused more than 100 hostages to die from poisoning without receiving treatment — one of the largest casualty tolls in recent hostage-crisis resolutions. Medical experts believe this loss was, in fact, entirely avoidable. Whether for fentanyl or morphine, medicine had long ago developed effective antidote injections; had medical personnel been able to obtain relevant information early enough, bringing sufficient antidote when carrying out the rescue operation, they could have, immediately upon entering the theater, administered an injection to each unconscious person, and all poisoning victims could have survived, or at the very least the death toll could have been drastically reduced — this rescue operation would undoubtedly have become a flawless model in the history of world counter-terrorism operations. But regrettably, for the sake of secrecy, the operational department did not notify the medical department in advance that a chemical agent would be used, and did not afterward inform the hospitals what medication should be used, causing the poisoning victims, once sent to the hospital, to receive no timely, effective treatment, and hundreds died as a result — this cannot but be said to be an unforgivable error in this rescue operation, and its lessons are extremely profound.





Chapter 108: Russia’s Beslan Counter-Hostage-Taking Operation

(September 1–3, 2004)

At around 9:30 AM on September 1, 2004, 32 fully armed terrorists forced their way into School No. 1 in the town of Beslan, in Russia’s southern Republic of North Ossetia–Alania, taking more than 1,200 teachers, students, and family members who were in the midst of an opening-day ceremony hostage, demanding that the Russian government allow Chechnya to become independent. In the course of negotiations between Russian authorities and the terrorists, at 13:05 on September 3, the terrorists accidentally detonated a bomb, and began shooting hostages attempting to flee amid the chaos; Russian special forces were forced to hastily carry out a forceful rescue operation. The rescue operation lasted about 1.5 hours; Russian forces killed 30 terrorists (with 1 more captured and 1 escaping), but the operation resulted in 331 hostage deaths (including 186 children), 958 injured (including 639 children), 123 left permanently disabled, and 26 children who lost both parents. This Beslan hostage incident saw Chechen terrorists draw on the lessons of the 2002 Moscow theater hostage-taking incident, strengthening their corresponding measures, making the rescue operation even more difficult, resulting in the single largest casualty toll in human history for a large-scale, violent hostage-taking incident. On the whole, this operation was a failure, but it offers us important lessons and experience, and serves as important teaching material for future counter-terrorism operations, well worth our careful study.




I. Background of the Incident

The city of Beslan is located 15 kilometers from Vladikavkaz, the capital of Russia’s North Ossetia–Alania Republic, administratively subordinate to that republic (formerly known as Prigorodny District), with a population of 34,500, situated on the right bank of the Terek River, 87 kilometers from Grozny, the capital of Chechnya. Although this incident occurred in Beslan, it was part of the broader struggle between Russia and Chechen terrorism and separatist forces.


(1) Ethnic conflict is the deep-rooted cause of the Beslan hostage incident

Chechnya covers an area of 13,000 square kilometers, with a population of 1.2 million, and its capital, Grozny, means “terrible and cruel” in the local language. The Chechens are the oldest ethnic group in the Caucasus region, having lived there, by verified record, for more than 6,000 years; they have never submitted to outside rule, and, in the era of Tsarist Russia, were regarded as a savage people in need of rescue and taming by Russia, a synonym for ferocity and defiance, and it took the Tsarist empire a full 60 years to formally incorporate Chechnya into its territory. From this point on, the Chechen people never ceased their resistance. In February 1944, the entirety of the Chechen and Ingush peoples were forcibly deported to Kazakhstan and Central Asia and Siberia. During this “exile,” the Chechen population, then fewer than 400,000, saw 150,000 shot dead, 30,000 sent to “labor reform,” 50,000 sent to “labor education,” and 100,000 died in “Siberian construction,” with only about half surviving. In 1956, the former Soviet Union announced the reestablishment of the Chechen-Ingush Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic, and exiled Chechens were allowed to return to their homeland, but by then their land had already been occupied by Russians, Ukrainians, North Ossetians, and Dagestanis. Over the following decades, the mistrust and hostility between Ossetians and Chechens grew ever more intense; by the time the former Soviet Union collapsed, Chechnya elected Dzhokhar Dudayev as its president, and declared independence from the Russian Federation in accordance with law. Moreover, Chechnya not only demanded that Russian authorities recognize its independence, but also demanded that the Soviet Union be held accountable for its crimes of persecuting the Chechen people.

Chechnya’s unique strategic position and abundant petroleum resources meant Russia would never allow its independence. In the First Chechen War of 1994, Russian forces reduced Grozny to ruins, and countless innocent civilians died in the flames of war, further deepening the hostility between Chechnya and Russia. Russian forces killed Dudayev and most of the Chechen fighters, forcing Chechen armed forces to begin using extremist terrorist methods for retaliation. In September 1999, two apartment-building bombings occurred in residential areas of Moscow, killing more than 200 people; although no one ever claimed responsibility, and the case was never solved, Russia firmly believed Chechens were responsible, and this triggered the Second Chechen War, with Grozny once more reduced to ruins.

In the two fierce Chechen wars, launched by the Russians, large numbers of Russian military personnel and Chechen armed fighters lost their lives on both sides participating in the fighting, but the biggest victims were ordinary civilians — large numbers of young Chechen men were killed, and many families were torn apart by these two wars. From this point on, among the terrorists, a particularly fearsome suicide-attack unit dedicated to carrying out terrorism emerged — the “Black Widows.” The “Black Widows” are the main culprits behind the majority of the terrorist attacks Russia has suffered in recent years; for these Caucasian women, their bodies strapped with explosives, revenge and martyrdom matter more than any political goal. The “Black Widows” became widely known through the major hostage crisis that occurred at the Moscow theater in October 2002. At the time, the entire world saw, on television, those black-robed terrorist women, their heads and faces covered, waists strapped with explosives, their eyes revealing dark, hollow gazes. Their husbands or fathers and brothers had, in the great majority of cases, died in the two Chechen wars, and so they came to be known in the media as the “Black Widows.” Because women were less likely to arouse suspicion, security personnel were also less thorough in searching them, and so the “Black Widows’” operations were more likely to succeed. According to incomplete Russian media statistics, from 2001 to 2003, of the major terrorist attacks in Moscow and Chechnya, 10 were carried out by “Black Widows.”



(2) The “globalization” of terrorism is an important external cause of the Beslan hostage incident

Chechen terrorist organizations are part of the Islamic fundamentalist and international terrorist organizations, with particularly close ties to the “al-Qaeda” organization. Osama bin Laden and Emir Khattab, one of the leaders of Chechen illegal armed forces, had privately been in close contact since the 1980s, when the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan, and the two had begun working together at that time. Chechen terrorist forces also received personnel from Saudi Arabia, Azerbaijan, Armenia, and other places, and Afghanistan’s Taliban organization not only dispatched armed personnel to participate, but also provided arms and equipment. After the “9/11” incident, in order to expand its space for survival, and under pressure from the joint global crackdown, international religious extremist forces adjusted their strategy, shifting their strategic focus toward expanding their influence into the Caucasus region. Bin Laden provided more than 25 million U.S. dollars in funding to Chechen illegal armed forces, and helped them establish bases and train personnel, providing large quantities of weapons and equipment — all of which further strengthened the control religious extremist forces held over Chechen separatism.

The degree of mutual infiltration between Chechen and international terrorist organizations has grown ever deeper. In March 2004, in the course of suppressing “al-Qaeda” elements near the Afghanistan-Pakistan border, Pakistani forces discovered that not a few of the “al-Qaeda” fighters were being commanded by Chechen rebels, who often fought against Russian regular forces and had extremely rich combat experience; accordingly, more than 7,000 Pakistani troops were ultimately unable to complete their siege of the 400-odd “al-Qaeda” fighters there.



(3) Achieving Chechen independence through terrorist attacks is the direct cause of the Beslan hostage incident

Because the Russian government forces had thoroughly crushed the resistance, and the main strength of Chechen armed forces had been scattered and defeated, unable to confront federal forces head-on, yet unwilling to accept defeat, Chechen forces attempted to achieve their political goals through terrorist attacks. Terrorist forces openly declared they would wage guerrilla war against the government forces, while also, without hesitation, launching terrorist attacks against innocent civilians, creating a series of bloody, cruel, and highly sensational terrorist incidents, in retaliation against the Russian government forces’ crackdown, and in an effort to gain greater space to operate, ultimately hoping to establish a theocratic Chechen state.





II. Course of the Battle

This hostage-rescue operation can be divided into four phases.


(1) The Hostages Are Taken

At 9:30 AM on September 1, 2004, a hostage-taker leader codenamed “Colonel,” commanding dozens of armed terrorists, split into three trucks and forced their way into School No. 1 in Beslan, taking more than 1,200 teachers, students, and family members who had rushed to the school gymnasium for the opening-day ceremony hostage. The hostage-takers demanded that Russia withdraw its forces from Chechnya, end the Chechen war, and proposed direct talks with the presidents of North Ossetia and Ingushetia, and demanded the release of the 24 “combat members” arrested during the terrorist attack in Ingushetia and Dagestan on June 21–22 of that year, otherwise threatening to kill all the hostages. The terrorists also threatened that, should any of their armed members be killed, they would kill 50 children in retaliation; should any of them be wounded, they would kill 20 children in retaliation.

This kidnapping operation was planned by Chechen leader Shamil Basayev, and directly carried out by battlefield commander Ruslan Khuchbarov, receiving funding and personnel support from international terrorist forces. According to Russian media reports, Basayev had once, on his website, claimed: “we obtained a total of 10,000 U.S. dollars and 5,500 euros from foreign individuals; the funding for the Beslan hostage incident was 8,000 euros.” A combined total of 32 suicide-fighters took part in the Beslan hostage incident, including 2 women. Among them were 14 Chechens (12 men, 2 women), 9 Ingush, 3 Russians and Ukrainians, 2 Arabs, 2 Ossetians, 1 Tatar, and 1 Kabardin.

This hostage incident was a meticulously planned terrorist attack. In choosing the location of the attack, the terrorists selected Beslan — a small city with a population of only 300,000, and comparatively weak defensive measures, 1,300 kilometers from the capital, Moscow — so that Russian authorities would find it difficult to quickly mobilize elite special forces to respond to the crisis, and would find it equally difficult to organize an effective, large-scale rescue operation. In terms of who to target for the kidnapping, the terrorists selected the relatively vulnerable group of school students aged 7 to 14,

exploiting the powerful social-psychological impact this would generate to pressure Russian authorities, while also fully exploiting these children’s weaker capacity to flee and defend themselves, making it difficult for Russian special forces to carry out a rescue operation without close coordination in order to protect the hostages’ safety. In terms of the location where the hostages were held, the interior layout of the gymnasium building was relatively simple, unfavorable for special forces to covertly approach, and there were no underground passageways or other facilities beneath it, making it impossible for special forces to infiltrate the building through underground tunnels to carry out a rescue operation. In terms of anti-raid measures, the terrorists placed large quantities of explosives inside the gymnasium, and, in advance, hung explosive devices on the walls, all wired together, to ensure they could destroy the entire gymnasium within seconds should an assault occur. In addition, the terrorists intentionally smashed the gymnasium’s windows, to prevent Russian special forces from using tear gas to resolve the Dubrovka-style hostage crisis. They also forced hostages to take sedatives, and forced adults to remove their clothing, leaving them wearing only underclothes, making it difficult for them to escape and preventing them from concealing mobile phones to communicate with the outside world. To prevent the outside world from establishing contact with those being held hostage, the terrorists also refused to allow outside food and water to be delivered.

The above circumstances placed Russian authorities at a considerable disadvantage in handling this crisis, greatly increasing the difficulty of the rescue operation.



(2) Russia Insists on Talks as the Primary Means of Resolving the Crisis

After the incident occurred, Russia’s strong-arm departments quickly established, at the scene, an emergency response command center led by the Federal Security Service. Russian police quickly surrounded the school; Russian forces stationed in North Ossetia deployed several companies of motorized infantry from the 19th Motor-Rifle Division of the 58th Army to seal off the school. The Federal Security Service and Interior Ministry’s “Alpha” and “Vympel” (Signal Flag) special forces units also arrived on the scene the following day.

Upon receiving the report, Russian President Putin immediately interrupted his vacation and rushed back to Moscow, urgently convening a high-level meeting at the airport, establishing a basic principle of “ensuring hostage safety, prioritizing talks while preparing forceful measures simultaneously,” “political resolution comes first, forceful action only as an absolute last resort.” To this end, North Ossetia’s President Dzasokhov, the former mayor of Beslan, and a pediatrician, Roshal, successively made contact with the hostage-takers. At the same time, Russian authorities actively sought international sympathy and support. That night, the United Nations Security Council convened an emergency meeting in response, issuing a presidential statement strongly condemning this terrorist incident, and calling on all countries to provide every necessary assistance. On the afternoon of the 2nd, Putin, while visiting Jordan, expressed that Russia’s primary objective was to ensure the safety of the hostages, and hoped to use Aslan Maskhadov’s influence to exert pressure on the hostage-takers. Russian police also promised to provide the terrorists with a “safe passage for withdrawal.” That evening, through the mediation of former Ingush president Ruslan Aushev, the hostage-takers released 26 women and children. On the morning of the 3rd, according to a telephone agreement with the hostage-takers, Russia’s Chechnya affairs adviser Aslambek Aslakhanov and Deputy Prosecutor General and others flew from Moscow to Beslan, preparing to conduct negotiations. But just as Aslakhanov’s group arrived at Beslan’s airport, the situation suddenly changed dramatically.



(3) Facing a Sudden Turn of Events, Hastily Carrying Out a Forceful Rescue

In the course of taking the hostages, the hostage-takers had killed more than ten people, and, after negotiations, the hostage-takers had agreed, by noon on September 3, to allow Russian forces to remove the corpses. At 13:05 on the 3rd, as the rescue personnel entered the compound to remove the bodies, one of the hostage-takers guarding the gymnasium accidentally triggered an explosive device hung from the basketball hoop inside the gymnasium, causing an explosion, and part of the ceiling collapsed, throwing the school into chaos. When the hostage-takers attempted to move the hostages inside the gymnasium to the cafeteria, not a few hostages seized the opportunity to flee, and the terrorists immediately opened fire on the fleeing crowd. To protect the hostages’ safety, Russian police, without a clear picture of the situation and amid the chaos, launched a counterattack, suppressing the hostage-takers’ firepower to cover the hostages’ escape, and immediately called in reinforcements from all directions. About an hour and a half later, the fighting within the school compound was essentially over. In this rescue operation, Russian forces killed 30 terrorists on the spot, but Russia also paid a heavy price in personnel casualties. According to a later report from Russia’s Prosecutor General, 338 hostages died (including 156 children), and 727 more were hospitalized for treatment. The head of North Ossetia’s information bureau, Lev Dzugayev, stated that the majority of the dead were women and children, most having died from gunshot wounds and burns, and the participating units also suffered a number of casualties. According to official statistics later released by Russian authorities, this Beslan hostage incident resulted in a combined total of 331 hostage deaths (186 of them children), and 958 injured (639 of them children); 123 people were left permanently disabled, and 26 children lost both parents.



(4) Treating the Wounded, Thoroughly Eliminating the Remaining Terrorists, and Handling the Aftermath Well

Once the forceful rescue operation began, hostages began fleeing the school compound one after another, and rescue work commenced immediately. Several dozen ambulances and more than a thousand improvised stretchers, pre-positioned around the school, were mobilized. A combined total of more than 700 people were transported for treatment to hospitals in the city and four hospitals in the capital of North Ossetia. When hostage-takers who had mixed in among the fleeing crowd tried to escape the school compound, the Russian Interior Ministry’s 19th Motor-Rifle Division stationed there, the 58th Army’s special-operations battalion, and the North Caucasus military district’s 26th and 58th Army special-operations battalions strengthened their vigilance over important targets in and around Beslan, carrying out a systematic sweep, and captured one terrorist who had attempted to escape. Local Interior Ministry authorities also established checkpoints throughout the city, sealing off major roads, and hunting down any remaining terrorists who had slipped through the net. At the same time, Russian forces launched a specialized counter-terrorism operation in the North Caucasus region, focusing particular attention on vehicles and personnel coming from Chechnya, strengthening control over border areas and important targets.

At 4:00 AM on the 4th, Putin arrived at a hospital in Beslan to visit the wounded hostages, requesting that the relevant departments compile a list of the names of the dead as quickly as possible and provide compensation. At the same time, Putin gave a televised address, declaring the 6th and 7th as national days of mourning, and expressed his condolences to the families of the hostage victims, stating that Russia would rebuild a completely new security system.

On September 7, Russia’s government also held a large-scale rally in Moscow, involving hundreds of thousands of people, to collectively denounce terrorism. At the same time, local authorities received the families of hostage victims, took responsibility for burying the dead, and resettled the wounded and rescued personnel, among other measures. These measures, to a certain degree, eased public dissatisfaction. A year later, Russia designated September 1 of each year as “Anti-Terrorism Unity Day.”





III. Analysis

On the whole, this Russian hostage-rescue operation was an unsuccessful counter-terrorism operation. The hostage crisis resulted in nearly a thousand casualties, of which the overwhelming majority were children. Surveys showed that more than 85% of the Russian public held a negative attitude toward the Russian police rescue operation, and expressed dissatisfaction with Russian authorities. This operation took place after the successful 2002 rescue of hostages at the Moscow theater, and should, by rights, have achieved an even higher success rate, but the terrorists absorbed the lessons of that earlier hostage-taking operation, while Russia’s own strong-arm departments not only failed to make significant improvements, but instead exposed even more problems, and its lessons are extremely painful, offering every country’s counter-terrorism departments yet another lesson.


(1) Russia’s counter-terrorism defensive system was weak, its early-warning intelligence support was ineffective, and the on-scene circumstances at the time of the incident were unclear — these were the primary reasons for the operation’s failure

One of the primary reasons for Russian forces’ failure in handling this hostage incident was that the counter-terrorism intelligence mechanism was imperfect, information flow was poor, and there was virtually no advance detection of the terrorists’ operational scheme, leaving them caught utterly off guard. According to media disclosures, the hostage-takers had already determined this school would be their target for attack far in advance, and had conducted reconnaissance on multiple occasions beforehand, and, disguised as repairmen during the summer school-building renovation, smuggled large quantities of weapons and explosives into the school in batches. Once inside the school, they hid the weapons beneath a raised stage platform 1.5 meters high in the gymnasium. Investigation later determined that these weapons were stolen by Chechen militants from an Interior Ministry weapons depot in Ingushetia in June 2004. Before the incident occurred, dozens of hostage-takers, including foreign nationals, gathered near Russia’s border, carrying large quantities of weapons and ammunition. In the face of these circumstances, Russian intelligence departments were almost entirely unaware, demonstrating obvious negligence in their intelligence work. From the time the incident broke out until the fighting concluded 52 hours later, Russian intelligence departments never managed to accurately grasp the number and disposition of the terrorists, the types and quantities of weapons and equipment they carried, or other important circumstances such as the specific location where important targets were placed, causing the participating forces to be caught passive during the assault, unable to find the hostage-takers’ hidden vulnerabilities. Russian President Putin stated in a public televised address: “we have not fully understood the complexity and danger of terrorism that has emerged both within our own country and around the world in general. We do not know how to respond in an appropriate manner. Facing danger, we have exposed our own weakness.” Indeed, time and again, terrorist attacks have fully exposed the loopholes in how the Russian government handles and prevents terrorist incidents. During the 2002 Moscow theater hostage crisis, security departments had already discovered that the hostage-takers had, in advance, transported large quantities of weapons to a rented location near the theater — yet why, on that occasion, the security departments had made no investigation beforehand. Regrettably, in this Beslan hostage crisis, security departments once again failed to detect the movements of the 32 hostage-takers in advance, and allowed them to slip into Beslan, smuggling large quantities of weapons and ammunition into the school in advance. A senior Russian intelligence official, Nikolai Kovalyov, acknowledged: “unless we can establish an espionage network to gather intelligence, we cannot win this struggle against terrorism.” Yet, judging from the most recent incidents, this kind of espionage network simply does not exist. In fact, Russian intelligence departments not only failed to successfully infiltrate Chechen terrorist organizations, but also lacked the ability to obtain reliable intelligence at critical moments. At the same time, Chechen rebels made full use of the corruption of certain Russian government officials to gather the intelligence they needed.



(2) Inadequate resolve and preparation for a forceful rescue, indecisive command in the face of a sudden turn of events, and a hasty, passive response were the fundamental reasons for the heavy casualties

Although Russian senior leadership formulated a basic policy of “preparing simultaneously for negotiations and forceful action” not long after the incident occurred, because of restrictions from various factors, in actual practice they placed too much hope on delaying and reaching a peaceful resolution, and their resolve and preparation for a forceful rescue was clearly inadequate. Officials from the strong-arm departments, officials handling the emergency situation, and the medical personnel who made up the rescue command team almost immediately, from the very outset, assumed that negotiations would continue for a long time. Counter-terrorism experts also unanimously believed that, given the circumstances at the time, for various reasons, a forceful solution was essentially not feasible, and that the most likely outcome would be: the armed hostage-takers would demand the provision of an escape vehicle, allowing them to escape with a small number of hostages — this would be the most opportune moment for a rescue operation. Accordingly, throughout the more than two days of standoff, the emergency command center failed to timely formulate a thorough operational contingency plan, and the participating units failed to adequately prepare for a sudden turn of events, so that when the explosion and hostage-safety crisis occurred without warning, they had no choice but to act in haste. President Putin, when visiting the wounded hostages on the 4th, stated: “We had researched various plans, but had not formulated a plan for forceful resolution. Events developed too quickly, beyond our expectations.” A deputy chairman of Russia’s Federal Council, and chairman of the parliamentary investigation committee on the Beslan incident, Alexander Torshin, likewise pointed out afterward that, at the critical moment of crisis, the lack of strong, effective command on the scene, and the passive waiting for instructions from above, was one of the primary reasons for the heavy hostage casualties.



(3) Lack of unified on-scene command, and inadequate coordination in operational action, meant the rescue operation failed to achieve “swift, decisive results”

At the scene of the incident, there was a combination of forces from the Federal Security Service’s special forces, the Interior Ministry’s special forces, and the Russian 58th Army, along with intelligence agencies, local police, and even armed local civilians, and armed personnel from several different systems, yet there was no clearly defined command relationship. Although a joint response command center led by the Federal Security Service had been established, because the various units had no subordinate relationship with one another, and had not undergone coordinated joint training beforehand, on-site command coordination was lacking, causing all the armed personnel to converge at the front line of the school without any unified command coordination, resulting in overlapping and confused deployment of the various military, police, and special-forces units at the scene, with the tasks of reconnaissance teams, assault teams, blocking teams, security teams, and rescue teams unclearly assigned, and no formed on-scene command. In addition, before the fighting began, the command department had not established any operational plan, had not assigned specific tasks to the participating forces, had not designated firing positions, had not arranged other cover (such as machine-gun positions), had not researched or clarified the assault plan, and had not even studied the school’s floor plan, causing severe problems to arise once combat operations began, such as command breakdown, unclear division of responsibility, and unclear routes of advance, and even the “Alpha” and “Vympel” special forces units were unclear on each other’s respective directions of attack. In addition, in terms of tactical technology, equipment application, and operational methods, there were also gaps and other issues. As a result, this modern warfare-style operation devolved into a fierce, close-quarters battle lasting an hour and a half. After the explosive device went off, terrorists hiding on the second floor detonated their own explosive devices, opening fire on all the personnel within their line of sight. In the more than an hour of intense fighting that followed, both sides were essentially fighting in the open, exposed to sniper fire, explosions, and machine-gun fire amid utter chaos, causing many people to lose their lives amid the hail of bullets and collapsing rooftops. As President Putin stated when he visited the scene afterward: “The rescue department researched a variety of possible plans, but the entire operation lacked any real planning.” Although the rescue personnel demonstrated extraordinary courage, and were even willing to use their own bodies to shield the captive children, the operation still resulted in the on-the-spot deaths of 330 hostages, and the loss of 11 special forces personnel. All of this occurred because, without adequate preparation, without mastery of the necessary intelligence, and with no unified command on the scene, they had no choice but to respond hastily.



(4) Neglecting media control and guidance seriously worsened the negative impact of the incident

First, there was inadequate control over domestic and foreign media. On September 9, well-known Russian commentator Andrei Kolesnikov, writing in Russia’s Izvestia newspaper, pointed out that the terrorists who carried out this hostage-taking incident were not merely trying to kill people, but rather were attempting to use the media — and particularly television broadcasts — to intimidate the Russian people, and they succeeded. The Beslan hostage incident dominated the front pages of every American and European television program’s headline news for three consecutive days; the terrorists, through television, were, in effect, participating in the “program” the terrorists had themselves pre-planned. On the whole, mainstream Russian media’s coverage of the hostage incident largely cited officially released information, downplaying domestic criticism of the government, strongly promoting patriotic sentiment, and safeguarding Russia’s national interests and political image. But because of insufficient public credibility, the broad Russian public held a skeptical attitude toward the authenticity of media reports; a Russian public opinion poll showed that only 7% of Russians believed in the truthfulness of media reports. In Moscow, the proportion of people who believed Russian media’s coverage of the hostage incident was truthful fell from 41% during the theater hostage incident two years earlier to 14%. The main reason Russian media reporting failed to win public trust was that Russia’s Security Service, Interior Ministry, Health Ministry, and other departments, along with the on-site command post and local government, each independently released information, causing figures related to the number of hostages and terrorists to shift and contradict one another repeatedly. Particularly notable was that, when authorities had first officially announced on September 2 that there were only 354 hostages, this final tally, confirmed during the rescue operation on September 3, suddenly surged to more than 1,100. The casualty figures released afterward by the various departments also shifted repeatedly. This not only exposed flaws in the Russian government’s crisis-response command structure and the low efficiency of the various departments in responding to terrorist attacks, but also seriously damaged the government’s own credibility and the reputation of Russia’s security organs among the public, and drew public criticism of the media that released this information.

Second, external interference from foreign media also caused a negative impact. After the incident occurred, the Russian government banned large numbers of Western journalists from traveling to Beslan, causing them to attack it through propaganda under the pretense of anti-Russian sentiment. According to reports, CNN and BBC reporters were the first to arrive at Beslan to conduct on-scene broadcasts, with Western television broadcasting live from the scene even before Russian state television reporters had arrived, and Russian reporters were only allowed to report from a distance, while Western reporters also added their own commentary. A news anchor for France’s national television station reported from the scene of the incident, opening with the erroneous claim: “the number of dead at Beslan has already reached 320, and the number of injured has exceeded 700. Before we report the details, we should first ask the television audience a question — should President Putin be brought before a court of law? Please express your views by phone or online.” This kind of anti-Russian political bias in reporting clearly demonstrated the outcome was already predetermined. Russia’s Komsomolskaya Pravda newspaper, citing an article from a British media outlet, argued that Western media extremely maliciously directed their attacks at Putin, attempting to shift the blame for causing the North Ossetia disaster more onto Putin, rather than placing it on the terrorists themselves. Western mainstream media such as the BBC also declared that Putin’s Russia was a police state that tightly controlled the press, and that Russian television had deliberately downplayed the extent of Putin’s influence over the hostage incident, and so on. In response to Western media’s aggressive and provocative reporting, Putin held a three-and-a-half-hour special meeting with foreign journalists and political figures on the 6th. According to reports, when a Western reporter proposed the question “why won’t your government negotiate with the Chechen illegal armed forces?”, Putin angrily struck the table with his hand and retorted: “Why don’t you go negotiate with Bin Laden?” From the above situation, it can be seen that Western media’s reporting on the Beslan hostage incident, along with their interference, had an extremely negative impact on how the Russian government handled the hostage incident.



(5) Chaotic on-scene management, and inadequate rescue forces, resulted in an unnecessary degree of casualties

Although a large number of military and police forces were stationed at the site of the hostage-taking, they essentially failed to establish any meaningful outer cordon, and family members of the hostages, crowds, and even news media reporters were able to approach as close as 100 meters. There was no established outer blockade zone, security zone, or core control zone at the site of the hostage-taking or the surrounding transportation arteries, key roads, commanding heights, or train stations and other control points, and these remained in a semi-open state, with no formation of a multi-layered, three-dimensional, tightly organized encirclement and control deployment. Although Russian forces did establish security lines around the site, because they failed to effectively control the situation, police, rescue personnel, family members of hostages, and onlookers all mixed together in confusion and disorder. Russian media reports said that, upon hearing the sound of the explosion coming from the school gymnasium, the first to rush into the school were not the military or police, but the fathers of the children being held hostage. Some family members of the hostages, after joining the forceful assault mid-operation, also affected the pace of the operation, and even caused some degree of friendly-fire casualties. At the same time, the outer security forces were spread thin and largely nominal, and quite a few hostage-takers managed to take advantage of the chaos to escape. Because casualty estimates fell far short of actual need, the standby medical personnel and ambulances were clearly inadequate, and authorities had no choice but to urgently mobilize medical personnel and medical supplies from surrounding cities, and even mobilized local residents’ private vehicles to participate in the rescue effort, and some medical ambulances were even delayed in reaching the wounded because the outer roads were blocked, delaying treatment.





Chapter 109: Chinese Police Actions Against “East Turkestan” Terrorist Forces

(1990–2008)




I. The Origin and Development of “East Turkestan” and “East Turkestan” Terrorist Organizations

The Turks were originally a specific term referring to a nomadic people of the ancient northern desert. In the fifth century AD, they were active in the Altai Mountain region. In 552 AD, the Turks established a khaganate; at its height, its territory “stretched east to the Liao Sea (the Bohai Sea), west to the Western Sea (the Caspian Sea), south to the desert, and north to the Northern Sea (present-day Lake Baikal), spanning some 5,000 to 6,000 li in all directions,” with a territory of more than 10 million square kilometers, and its capital established on the upper reaches of the Otuken River (in present-day Mongolia’s Khangai Mountains). The Turkic khaganate unified the Central Asian steppe, the various oasis city-states of the western regions, and the Mongolian steppe, gradually forming a common language — the Turkic language — and creating a Turkic script. In 583 AD, the Turkic khaganate split into eastern and western Turks. In the mid-7th century, the Eastern Turks were destroyed by the Uyghurs (ancestors of today’s Uyghur ethnic group); the Western Turks were later destroyed by the Tang dynasty. The descendants of the Western Turks migrated west to the Anatolian peninsula, where they later established the Ottoman Empire — the predecessor of present-day Turkey. As the Eastern and Western Turkic khaganates successively perished, their remnants gradually assimilated into other ethnic groups. From the 11th century onward, the term “Turk” used in foreign historical records no longer referred to the original Turkic people, but had become a collective term for all ethnic groups speaking languages of the Turkic branch of the Altaic language family.

The term “Turkestan” first appeared in medieval Arabic geographical writings, meaning “the land of the Turks,” referring to the regions of Central Asia north and adjacent east of the Syr Darya river. As history unfolded, and as modern ethnic groups in Central Asia gradually took shape, by the 18th century, the geographic concept of “Turkestan” had already become quite vague, and, in the historical records of that time, was essentially no longer in use. In 1805, the Russian explorer Yegor Meyendorff, in an official report he submitted as an emissary, used the term “Turkestan,” in order to geographically describe Central Asia and China’s southern Xinjiang Tarim Basin region. In light of the historical, linguistic, and customary differences between these two regions, and their differing political affiliations, he also referred to the portion of China’s Xinjiang Tarim Basin located east of “Turkestan” as “Eastern Turkestan,” or “Chinese Turkestan.”

By the mid-19th century, Tsarist Russia had successively annexed the three khanates of Khiva, Bukhara, and Kokand, establishing the “Governorate-General of Turkestan” in the Central Asian river-basin region. Accordingly, some Western commentators began referring to the region of the Central Asian river basin as “Western Turkestan,” or “Russian Turkestan,” and referred to China’s Xinjiang region as “Eastern Turkestan.”

The ideological origins of the “East Turkestan independence movement” trace back to Pan-Turkism and Pan-Islamism (collectively referred to as “double-Pan-ism”). In the mid-19th century, the Afghan Jamal al-Din al-Afghani put forward Pan-Islamism, whose core idea was to unite all Islamic nations and establish a unified Islamic political entity. In the late 19th century, under the oppressed rule of Tsarist Russia, Tatars launched a Pan-Turkist movement, proposing to unite all Turkic-speaking ethnic groups from Asia Minor to Central Asia, forming a unified Turkic empire. In the early 20th century, “double-Pan-ist” ideology was introduced into China’s Xinjiang, and was immediately met with fierce suppression from the Chinese Xinjiang authorities of the time; its representative figure, the Turk Ahmad Kemal, along with Uyghur people who had studied in Turkey and returned home, was expelled and exiled abroad. In the 1930s, Sabit Damulla, Mohammed Emin Bughra, and others continued to return to China, and formed the “East Turkestan” ideological framework and political program. They advocated that “East Turkestan” had, since ancient times, been an independent country, that its people had a nearly ten-thousand-year history, and that “they are humanity’s most outstanding people”; they clamored that all peoples speaking Turkic languages and believing in Islam should unite, forming a “theocratic” state; they denied the history of China’s various ethnic groups jointly building the great motherland; they proclaimed the need to “oppose all peoples other than the Turkic ethnic group,” and to eliminate “infidels,” claiming that China was “the enemy of the East Turkestan people for three thousand years,” and so on. After this, separatists of every stripe hoisted the “East Turkestan” banner to carry out separatist activities, attempting to realize their fantasy of establishing an “East Turkestan state.”

In November 1933, “East Turkestan” separatists, led by Sabit Damulla, receiving British support, established the “Turkish-Islamic Republic of East Turkestan” in Kashgar. In February 1934, with Soviet support, Xinjiang provincial governor Sheng Shicai defeated the Gansu warlord Ma Zhongying’s forces, moving south to occupy the region, extinguishing this “republic” — the “East Turkestan” movement’s key figures once again fled abroad. Although the Kashgar “East Turkestan Republic” only existed for a brief three months, it was the first public introduction of the concept of Xinjiang separatism, and its poisonous legacy has persisted to this day, corrupting a small number of separatist elements who have continued to fly the “East Turkestan” banner in their separatist activities ever since. At the time, Japan was also actively scheming to dismember China, and, while carrying out its “Man-Mongol plan,” also plotted to establish an Islamic state in China’s Xinjiang; to this end, Japan even retained the nephew of the last Ottoman sultan, Abdul Karim, preparing to have him serve as the leader of an independent Xinjiang once formed. During the War of Resistance Against Japan, Mohammed Emin, Isa Yusuf Alptekin, and other “East Turkestan” separatist movement leaders once again returned to China, publishing periodicals within Chinese territory, and promoting “double-Pan-ist” ideology.

In 1944, an anti-Kuomintang uprising broke out in Xinjiang’s Ili, Tarbagatai, and Altay regions, part of the “Three Districts Revolution,” itself part of China’s broader people’s democratic revolution movement. Separatist Alihan Töre (a naturalized citizen of the former Soviet Union, of Uzbek ethnicity) seized

leadership of the early phase of the “Three Districts Revolution,” and, with Soviet support, established the so-called “East Turkestan Republic” in Ghulja (Yining), proclaiming himself its “chairman.” The Soviet Union was not genuinely supporting Xinjiang’s independence, but rather sought to use the Xinjiang question as a bargaining chip, forcing the Chinese government of the time to recognize Soviet special privileges in Outer Mongolia and northeastern China. In August 1945, once the Sino-Soviet Treaty of Friendship and Alliance had been signed, and the Soviet Union had achieved its objective, it required that the “East Turkestan Republic” negotiate with the Kuomintang government, and the Xinjiang provincial coalition government was established. Mohammed Emin, Isa Yusuf Alptekin, and other “East Turkestan” separatists were arranged to hold posts within the coalition government. In June 1946, Ahmetjan Qasimi and Abdulkerim Abbasov, leaders of the “Three Districts Revolution” who opposed Xinjiang’s independence, removed Alihan Töre from his post, and reorganized the “East Turkestan Republic” into the Ili delegate council, and the separatist forces were severely struck a blow, though the “independence” faction persisted through underground activity until Xinjiang’s liberation in 1949. After Xinjiang’s liberation, Mohammed Emin was arrested, and Isa Yusuf Alptekin and others once again fled abroad. However, separatist ideology was never truly eradicated, and its influence has persisted to this day.

After 1980, China’s reform and opening, the collapse of the Soviet Union, and the independence of the Central Asian nations brought new opportunities for “East Turkestan” separatist forces to make a comeback, and, in the 1990s, they experienced rapid development.

In December 1992, “East Turkestan” separatists, funded by certain countries, convened the “East Turkestan National Congress” in Istanbul, drawing more than 30 separatist organizations from Central Asia, the United States, Australia, Pakistan, Germany, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Switzerland, and other countries to participate. At this conference, the “East Turkestan International National Union Committee” was established, and a “national name” (the State of East Turkestan), “national flag” (crescent flag), “national anthem” (Hymn of Freedom), and “national emblem” were confirmed, marking the merger of overseas “East Turkestan” separatist movements.

On April 5, 1993, representatives of “East Turkestan” separatist organizations from the United States, Germany, France, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and 17 other countries held a meeting in Turkey to establish “East Turkestan,” announcing the establishment of a unified “government in exile,” appointing Enver Yusuf as “head of government,” issuing a “declaration,” and calling on the United Nations, international human rights organizations, and Islamic organizations to increase pressure on China, and declaring that they would carry out “joint action” with terrorist organizations and the “democracy movement” clique in coordination with one another.

In October 1996, representatives of dozens of separatist organizations from Xinjiang’s counties (districts) convened a meeting in Hotan, establishing the “Eastern Turkestan Islamic Party,” and passed seven documents on party program, organization-building, and other matters, marking the beginning of the shift from scattered internal separatist forces toward unification.

In December 1999, representatives of 40-plus separatist organizations from 18 countries convened a meeting in Istanbul, Turkey, confirming a policy of “founding a nation through violence,” and reaching consensus on “seizing power through armed force.” “East Turkestan” separatist organizations wildly clamored, “the liberation of East Turkestan cannot be achieved through peaceful means, and must rely on armed force to be resolved.” Some separatist organizations openly proposed carrying out “armed partition” in southern Xinjiang’s mountainous areas, with some “East Turkestan” organizations explicitly advocating the use of violence in their platforms.

After the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks in the United States, in order to avoid the sweeping international crackdown on terrorism, “East Turkestan” terrorist organizations had no choice but to express support for American military action, and worked to distance themselves from bin Laden’s terrorist organization, requiring their members to temporarily refrain from making extreme statements, avoiding associating themselves with terrorist organizations in public. In South Asia, terrorist organizations tightened their strategic focus, transferring their members to nearby South Asia, Central Asia, or Middle East regions, in order to preserve their strength. At the same time, “East Turkestan” organizations raised the so-called banner of safeguarding “human rights,” “religious freedom,” and “ethnic minority interests,” fabricating the lie of “the Chinese government exploiting the opportunity to strike ethnic minorities,” confusing international opinion, in order to escape international counter-terrorism efforts.

According to a document released by China’s State Council Information Office in 2002, titled “‘East Turkestan’ Terrorist Forces Cannot Escape Responsibility,” within China, more than 50 “East Turkestan” separatist organizations have successively appeared, including the “East Turkestan Spark Party,” the “East Turkestan Youth Party,” the “East Turkestan Liberation Organization,” the “East Turkestan Independence Organization,” the “East Turkestan People’s Revolutionary Party,” the “East Turkestan People’s Liberation Organization,” the “East Turkestan Central Executive Committee,” the “Tianshan Democratic Alliance,” the “Tianshan National Salvation Party,” the “Spark Party,” the “Spark Alliance,” the “Xinjiang Islamic Tianshan Party,” the “Explorer,” and the “Independence Party.” Of these, the “East Turkestan Islamic Movement” (referred to as “ETIM”) was already recognized as a terrorist organization by the United Nations on September 11, 2002; the “East Turkestan Liberation Organization” (referred to as the “East Turkestan Liberation Organization”), the “World Uyghur Youth Congress,” and the “East Turkestan Information Center” are the four primary “East Turkestan” terrorist organizations. At present, “East Turkestan” terrorist organizations mainly operate abroad, and, after years of development, have essentially formed four centers of activity in Central Asia, Turkey, the United States, and Germany, with their political organizations mainly concentrated in Germany, and their training camps mainly concentrated in Central Asia, Pakistan, and Afghanistan’s border regions.




II. The Major Crimes of “East Turkestan” Terrorist Forces

Under the influence of religious extremism, separatism, and international terrorism, “East Turkestan” terrorist forces within and outside Chinese territory have attempted to achieve their separatist objectives through violent, terrorist means, planning and organizing a series of bloody terrorist attacks including bombings, assassinations, arson, poisoning, and armed attacks in Xinjiang, China, and in related countries, seriously endangering the safety of the lives and property of people of every ethnicity in China, and threatening social stability, while also posing a threat to the security and stability of related countries and regions. According to statistics, from 1990 to 2001 alone, “East Turkestan” terrorist forces within and outside Chinese territory carried out no fewer than 200 violent terrorist incidents within Xinjiang, China, resulting in 162 deaths and 440 injuries, a grave and bloody debt.

1. Manufacturing Explosions

On February 28, 1991, the “East Turkestan” terrorist organization manufactured a bombing at the video-playback hall of the passenger transport station in Aksu Prefecture, Xinjiang, causing 1 death and 13 injuries. That same day, the terrorists also planted a bomb inside a shop in the county seat of Aksu, though it failed to detonate.

On June 17, 1993, the “East Turkestan Islamic People’s Party” manufactured a bombing at the office building of the agricultural machinery company in Kashgar City, causing the building to collapse, killing 2 and injuring 7. On August 1, that same organization also carried out a bombing at a video-playback hall of a foreign-trade company in Shufu County, Kashgar Prefecture, causing 15 injuries; on August 19, they carried out a bombing at the Hotan Cultural Palace, causing 6 injuries.

On February 25, 1997, the “East Turkestan National Unity Alliance” carried out bombings aboard three public buses on routes 2, 10, and 44 in Urumqi, destroying three buses, causing 9 deaths and 68 severe injuries.

2. Carrying Out Assassinations

In order to sabotage ethnic unity and create a terrorist atmosphere, terrorist forces not only directed their spearhead at Han and other ethnic-majority groups, but also targeted Uyghur cadres and masses and patriotic religious figures, subjecting them to persecution as “infidels.”

On August 24, 1993, two “East Turkestan” terrorists severely wounded Kashgar Prefecture Yecheng County’s Political and Legal Affairs Committee Deputy Secretary, and Grand Mosque presiding imam, Amola Maitu, by stabbing.

On March 22, 1996, two terrorists shot and killed the deputy party secretary of Xinhe County, Aksu Prefecture, and the deputy presiding imam of the Grand Mosque, Akmuji Dagej.

At dawn on April 29, 1996, more than a dozen fully armed terrorists forced their way into Aragergu Village, Kucha County,

and threw two grenades at the home of Kaqi Tuoqa Jia, a member of both the National Committee of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference and the county-level People’s Congress, seriously wounding Kaqi Tuoqa Jia and his wife, and killing his younger brother, sister-in-law, son, and daughter-in-law; a village cadre who happened to be visiting the home to purchase supplies was also severely wounded.

3. Attacking Police and Government Organs

In July 1996, the “East Turkestan Islamic Party of Righteousness” planned a prison riot at Shayibak Prison, resulting in 15 deaths.

On August 27, 1996, six terrorists attacked the Yecheng County Jianggeleshi township government, killing the deputy township head and the police officer on duty; they then forced their way into a nearby village, killing three public-security officers and one water-utility worker.

In August 2001, the “Uyghur Holy Warrior Organization” used automatic weapons to attack the Xinjiang Kuqa County Public Security Bureau, killing the county public security bureau party committee secretary and bureau chief, Cheng Ping, and wounding 7 more public-security officers. A spokesperson for the Switzerland-based “East Turkestan Information Center,” Dilxat, claimed this incident was intended to serve as a response to a commitment made by a Xinjiang autonomous-region leader during a visit to Hong Kong businessmen, that “investment in Xinjiang would not be affected by ethnic issues.”

4. Carrying Out Poisoning and Arson

From January 30 to February 18, 1998, the “East Turkestan Liberation Organization” manufactured a series of 23 poisoning incidents in Kashgar City, causing 4 poisoning cases, of which 1 resulted in death, and poisoning thousands of livestock or causing their deaths.

On May 23, 1998, members of the “East Turkestan Liberation Organization” planted more than 40 self-igniting incendiary devices at the Huadu Commercial Center, Dahong Wholesale Fabric Market, Hetan Road Fabric Wholesale Market, Hongshanmucai Market, Urumqi Travel Agency, and Commercial City in Urumqi, causing 15 arson incidents; because they were discovered and extinguished in time, no serious harm resulted.

On October 11, 1999, three terrorists planted a time-delayed incendiary device in a cotton pile at the cotton and hemp company’s cotton-purchasing station in Hotan City, burning 2,700 kilograms of cotton.

5. Establishing Secret Training Bases, Raising Funds and Manufacturing Weapons and Ammunition

In order to train cadres, expand terrorist organizations, “East Turkestan” terrorist forces secretly established training bases in Xinjiang — particularly in some remote areas. In 1990, the “Islamic Reformist Party’s Strike Squad” established a training base at Bacihereke, Yecheng County, which successively held three sessions of training classes, jointly training more than 60 terrorists. The training content included religious extremist and terrorist ideology, explosive-making, assassination, and other terrorist skills, and physical training. It was precisely these trained terrorists who participated in the significant bombing, assassination, and robbery terrorist activities that took place across Xinjiang from 1991 to 1993.

In February 1998, Emet Dawut Khan, the leader of the external “East Turkestan Islamic Movement” organization, dispatched a group of terrorists to infiltrate Xinjiang, establishing 10 training bases in remote locations in Xinjiang and inland areas, providing bomb-making training to more than 150 members. They also, following equipment supplied by foreign countries, purchased large quantities of chemical raw materials, secretly manufacturing explosives and explosive devices. In September 1998, Xinjiang police seized more than 300 pieces of explosive chemical raw materials, more than 400 in total, at a warehouse near Urumqi’s north railway station, totaling about 6 tons. Apart from the aforementioned relatively concentrated training, there were also large numbers of small, scattered training sites, typically consisting of groups of 3 to 5 people; some of these training sites simultaneously served as hideouts for manufacturing weapons, ammunition, and explosive devices.

6. Planning and Organizing Riots and Uprisings, Manufacturing a Terrorist Atmosphere

In order to create a terrorist atmosphere and expand their political influence, “East Turkestan” terrorist forces repeatedly planned and organized riots and uprisings through various means, engaging in beating, smashing, looting, arson, and killing terrorist activities, seriously endangering social stability and the safety of people’s lives and property.

On April 5, 1990, terrorists from the “East Turkestan Islamic Party” instigated a riot at Baren Township, Akto County, Xinjiang, taking 10 hostages, demanding release, and, using explosives, destroyed 2 vehicles at a critical transportation point, killing 6 armed police officers.

From February 5 to 8, 1997, terrorists of the “East Turkestan Islamic Party of God” planned and manufactured a riot in Ili, shouting slogans such as “establish an Islamic kingdom,” attacking civilians, destroying shops, and burning vehicles, resulting in 7 deaths, more than 200 injuries, and more than 30 vehicles and multiple residential homes damaged.

7. Carrying Out Terrorist Violence Abroad

In March 1997, overseas “East Turkestan” terrorists opened fire on the Chinese embassy in Turkey, storming the Chinese Consulate General in Istanbul, and burned the Chinese national flag hanging outside the consulate general.

On March 5, 1998, the overseas “East Turkestan” terrorist organization “East Turkestan National Center” attacked the Chinese Consulate General in Istanbul with explosives.

In March 2000, the “East Turkestan Liberation Organization” shot and killed the Kyrgyz “Uyghur Youth Alliance” leader Nigmat Bosakov in Kyrgyzstan, for refusing to cooperate with them.

On March 27, 2003, an armed group from “ETIM” attacked an international bus traveling between China and Kyrgyzstan, killing all 21 passengers aboard, of whom 18 were Chinese citizens (including 15 Uyghur compatriots).




III. China’s Major Police Actions Against “East Turkestan” Terrorist Forces

Since “East Turkestan” terrorist forces launched the Baren township riot in 1990, China’s efforts to combat “East Turkestan” terrorist forces have already spanned 18 years. In this struggle, which is not a war, yet in many ways as difficult as one, China’s government and people, relying on comprehensive strength including political, economic, cultural, and military means, achieved victory through the wisdom and resolve of the broad ranks of officers and the general public, and paid an enormous price.

1. The Kunlun Mountain Pursuit

On February 5, 1992, a bombing case in Urumqi was solved 1,500 kilometers away at Karghilik. When the case broke, the pursuit had reached fever pitch. The primary criminal suspect fled to the Kunlun Mountains after the mountains had already been sealed off, planning to escape abroad via the Kunlun Mountain passes. Xinjiang police pursued them all the way to the foot of the Kunlun Mountains, and, because all the mountain roads had already been blocked off, decisively used helicopters to airlift reconnaissance personnel into the Kunlun Mountains to continue the pursuit. Because it was August, the peak season for glacial meltwater in the Kunlun Mountains, the suspects and their pack-mule handlers happened to encounter a sudden mountain flood, and, unable to turn back, ran directly into the pursuing public-security officers. The unsuspecting police officers, caught off guard, let 7 terrorists instinctively raise their hands in surrender. Just as the police officers were about to search them, one terrorist began firing 2 pistols and 1 hand grenade, throwing one police officer to the ground and disarming him, while another officer decisively returned fire. The battle quickly ended, with police killing 2 suspects on the spot and capturing 5 alive.

2. The Weapon-Smuggling Operation

On April 6, 1998, at the Khorgos crossing in Xinjiang, police inspected a foreign cargo vehicle entering the country from Kazakhstan, discovering a large cache of weapons and ammunition, including firearms, bullets, hand grenades, blasting caps, and explosives. According to intelligence obtained afterward, an overseas violent terrorist suspect, from February to April, had smuggled weapons in via a horse-tea route and sheep-fur trade route on multiple occasions. Police immediately issued a wanted notice for those involved in smuggling weapons and munitions, and formulated an investigative approach of “using guns to find people, using people to find guns, striving to quickly recover weapons and eliminate hidden dangers.” At dawn on April 17, police in Yining City captured Tebulhaz Fedin Kaji, an important contact connected to the “4.6” weapon-smuggling case, and subsequently locked in on villager Timujiang’s home in Yining County, from whom they learned that Timujiang’s home served as the command post of the “4.6” group, a distribution point for weapons and ammunition, and an organizational training site. At 00:07 to 02:05 AM on April 20, police carried out the famous “4.20” counter-terrorism battle in Chinese police history, killing Timujiang and the group’s second-in-command, Toma, on the spot, seizing 38 homemade explosive devices, 10 anti-tank landmines, anti-infantry directional mines and jumping mines combined, 27 blasting caps, 18 sticks of dynamite, 9 detonator timers, and a list of names of fully armed public-security officers, grassroots-level cadres, progressive masses, and religious figures slated for assassination, foiling the group’s plan to carry out large-scale assassinations, bombings, and other violent terrorist destructive activities in both cities and rural areas during the “May Day” period. In the course of the arrest operation, the deputy squad leader of the Ili Prefecture Public Security Bureau’s Anti-Riot Brigade’s 1st Company, Long Fei, was killed by a stray bullet from the fleeing criminals; the group’s key member, Ibrahim Tuoyibaji, escaped the search-and-arrest operation under cover of nightfall and heavy rain. At dawn on June 26, 1998, police once more carried out a comprehensive search operation targeting the weapons-smuggling terrorists’ hideout, dismantling their command structure, and foiling their original plan to carry out a terrorist bombing in Ili Prefecture on June 30. In the course of the search operation, participating people’s police officers encountered fierce resistance from the terrorists, and the deputy squad leader of the 2nd Company of the Ili Prefecture Public Security Bureau’s Anti-Riot Brigade, Kong Yongqiang, and the Ili Prefecture Criminal Investigation Brigade’s people’s police officer, Ahniwar Beikzhuang, were killed heroically in the line of duty.

3. Foiling the “Conspiracy”

At the end of 1998, police learned that a man named Kulaixi had been active in Hotan, apparently plotting some conspiracy, but his exact appearance, background, and specific intentions remained unknown. Afterward, in the course of a routine roadside inspection, police seized 509 blasting caps; in the course of arresting Kulaixi’s group leader, they once more discovered a pistol and hand grenade, and, in a subsequent operation, discovered 2,000 more blasting caps. The Xinjiang autonomous region’s party committee specially convened a meeting on this matter, deciding to carry out a targeted campaign against Kulaixi’s group in Hotan. On August 25, 1999, Hotan police arrested two liaison members of Kulaixi’s group, discovering Kulaixi’s whereabouts. In the early morning of September 4, Hotan police surrounded a guesthouse related to Kulaixi in Hotan Prefecture. Kulaixi took hostage the guesthouse’s female accountant, Mi Nawa, as a shield. To ensure the hostage’s safety, Hotan public-security police decisively shot Kulaixi dead on the spot. In the course of the battle, Hotan public-security officer Wu Tunimu was heroically killed in the line of duty. After thoroughly breaking Kulaixi’s group, police discovered this was a massive gathering that had brought together several hundred terrorists, whose members came not only from various parts of Xinjiang, but also included large numbers of terrorists smuggled in from abroad. They had manufactured thousands of pistols and more than 100 firearms, operating more than ten terrorist training sites and 51 gun-manufacturing hideouts.

Through the vigorous crackdown by the Chinese government, in the aftermath of “9/11,” “East Turkestan” terrorist forces within Chinese territory had nearly vanished entirely, but overseas “East Turkestan” terrorist forces, while colluding with international terrorist forces, never abandoned their scheme to split the country, continuing to infiltrate the country, seizing opportunities to carry out violent terrorist activities, with an especially notable escalation over the past two years. On January 5, 2007, Xinjiang’s public-security organs destroyed an “East Turkestan Islamic Movement” terrorist training camp in the Pamir Plateau’s Akto mountainous region in southern Xinjiang, killing 18 “East Turkestan” terrorists and capturing 17 more, seizing a large batch of weapons and ammunition used for terrorist activities — the largest-scale action in recent years to combat “East Turkestan” terrorist organizations. In the course of this battle, one public-security police officer was heroically killed in the line of duty, and one police officer was wounded.




IV. The Latest Developments of “East Turkestan” Terrorist Forces in 2008, and China’s Police Crackdown Actions

Since 2007, overseas “East Turkestan” organizations have grown increasingly rampant, repeatedly threatening to attack Beijing and the Beijing Olympics. The most active organizations have been “ETIM” and the “East Turkestan Liberation Organization.” The head of the “East Turkestan Liberation Organization” publicly declared abroad that the Beijing Olympics was their last chance to carry out a terrorist incident, “even if it means throwing eggs at the stone, we will throw them, and even soak the eggs in feces before smashing them against the stone.” “ETIM,” meanwhile, issued 7 orders continuously to Chinese territory throughout 2008, declaring that, from April and May onward, they would manufacture one major terrorist incident every month, until the Beijing Olympics concluded. On June 26 and 27, “ETIM” twice released a video and audio recording on its own website, declaring that its plan for terrorist attacks had already entered the implementation phase, inciting the masses to rise up with weapons to carry out “holy war,” and to carry out “bombings” and “poisoning,” aiming for “maximum destruction at minimal cost,” and intending to turn 2008 into China’s “year of mourning” and “year of terror.” Apart from these threatening declarations, in the process of investigating and prosecuting a number of violent attacks planned and carried out by the “three forces” within and outside Xinjiang’s borders in 2008, although the public-security authorities have not yet clearly identified what kind of terrorist-organization background the criminal suspects had, both domestic and foreign researchers generally believe these cases are all related to the “three forces” active in the Xinjiang region, and, most likely, related to “East Turkestan” organizations.

On March 7, 4 terrorists (including a young Uyghur woman from Kucha County, Xinjiang, named Guzalinur Tursun, only 19 years old at the time) disguised themselves as passengers, and carried gasoline in a soda can aboard a China Southern Airlines flight from Urumqi to Beijing, attempting to bring down the aircraft during landing at the Beijing airport, in a terrorist attack timed to coincide with the “Two Sessions” (China’s annual parliamentary meetings) and just before the Olympics; fortunately, flight attendants discovered and successfully stopped the plot in time.

On March 23, separatist elements in Xinjiang’s Hotan region incited unrest; on May 23, the Xinjiang Huocheng County Public Security Bureau’s police station came under attack.

On August 4, more than 70 officers and men of the Xinjiang Kashgar region’s border-defense frontier unit, while conducting their customary morning exercise formation, were attacked by 2 terrorists, resulting in the deaths of 16 people, including the political instructor, Wang Zhengjiang (most killed when the terrorists rammed them with a homemade dump truck), and 16 more injured, 4 of them severely. Both terrorists were captured. After the incident, police recovered from the scene 9 homemade explosive devices, 1 homemade pistol, 2 attack tools, and part of a written flag inscribed with “holy war” propaganda content. Of these, the explosive devices matched, in configuration, those seized from an “ETIM” terrorist training camp on the Pamir Plateau by Xinjiang police in January 2007.

On August 10, terrorists in Xinjiang Kuqa County’s Chengxi Shan, Wenhua Road, Jiefang Road, and Jianshe Road, among other locations, threw explosives on foot or riding rental cars, three-wheeled motorized vehicles, or on foot, targeting multiple residential areas, businesses, and the county’s Bank of Construction, causing 17 explosions, resulting in 5 injuries and 2 deaths (of whom 1 was a public-security officer, 1 was an ordinary Uyghur citizen); of the assailants, 8 were killed, 2 self-detonated, and 3 were captured, with 1 escaping.

At around 9:00 AM on August 12, at a roadblock checkpoint on the Yamanya Township road in the outskirts of Kashgar City, about 30 kilometers away, a group of assailants stabbed the checkpoint’s inspection personnel with knives, resulting in 3 deaths and 1 injury; the assailants escaped.

In addition, on July 21, two bus explosions occurred in Kunming, resulting in 2 deaths and 14 injuries. Not long after, the “Turkestan Islamic Party” claimed responsibility for this incident in a video posted online, but Yunnan Province’s Public Security Department stated on July 26 that public-security organs were still investigating the case, and that there was still no evidence that this bombing incident was related to any terrorist organization. Li Wei, director of the Institute of Counter-Terrorism Studies at China’s Institute of Contemporary International Relations, told reporters that, after careful study of the materials on the Kunming bombing case, he believed it was unlikely to have been carried out by the “Turkestan Islamic Party,” believing that current “East Turkestan” forces do not yet possess the capability to infiltrate this deeply into the interior to carry out attacks.

To ensure the security of the Beijing Olympics, Chinese public-security organs adopted a series of measures, conducting advance reconnaissance, and successfully struck several “East Turkestan” terrorist criminal organizations. According to a Ministry of Public Security briefing, from January 4 to 11, 2008, Xinjiang’s public-security organs smashed a plot by “ETIM” personnel who had infiltrated the country to carry out violent terrorist attacks against the Beijing Olympics, arresting 10 members of a terrorist group headed by Abudula Kadir Maitiaz, uncovering 3 terrorist activity dens and 1 poison-manufacturing hideout, seizing a batch of explosive devices and large numbers of “holy war” training materials. From March 26 to April 6, Xinjiang’s public-security organs, in Urumqi, smashed a violent terrorist group headed by Abudula Reheman-Tuoerxun, planning to sabotage the Beijing Olympics, arresting criminal suspects Abudula Reheman-Tuoerxun, Kuerban-Mutalifu, and 35 others, seizing a batch of explosive devices and part of the “holy war” propaganda materials. This group had, since November 2007, secretly plotted to kidnap foreign journalists, tourists, and athletes during the Beijing Olympics, hoping to create an international impact in order to sabotage the Beijing Olympics. In early March, Abudula Reheman-Tuoerxun and others secretly recruited personnel in Xinjiang’s Ili, Kashgar, Kizilsu, and Urumqi and elsewhere, gathering various explosive materials from everywhere, seeking out personnel skilled in firearms and explosives technology, and searching for those willing to sacrifice themselves for “holy war,” while intensifying the manufacture of explosive devices, attempting to construct “human bombs” in Urumqi and inland cities, in order to carry out terrorist sabotage activities.




V. Analysis

“East Turkestan” terrorist forces, in order to establish the so-called “East Turkestan state,” have colluded with international terrorist organizations, planning and organizing a series of terrorist acts of violence — bombings, assassinations, arson, poisoning, and attacks — within and outside Chinese territory, seriously endangering the lives and property of the people of China’s various ethnic groups and social stability, while also posing a serious threat to the security and stability of relevant countries and regions. The Chinese government’s determination that this represents terrorism and its resolute crackdown in accordance with the law are entirely correct and lawful, and constitute an important component of the international struggle against terrorism. However, for a long time, “East Turkestan” has consistently played the “international card,” hoping to gain support from international society; after the “9/11” incident, they have gone even further, using so-called banners of “human rights,” “national self-determination,” and “religious freedom” to confuse international opinion, evading counter-terrorism crackdowns. A small number of countries, out of their own political motives, have consistently refused to acknowledge that most “East Turkestan” forces are terrorist organizations, and some have even secretly supported their separatist activities in Xinjiang. Therefore, in our struggle against “East Turkestan” terrorist forces, we must consistently maintain a firm stance, hold our banner high, and actively strive to gain the support and cooperation of the international community, dealing them a decisive blow.


(1) Xinjiang has, since ancient times, been Chinese territory, and no one shall be permitted to separate it from China

Xinjiang has had close ties with the Chinese heartland since ancient times. In 138 BC, in order to counter the harassment of the Xiongnu, the Han dynasty dispatched Zhang Qian as an envoy to the western regions. In 121 BC, Han forces dealt a heavy defeat to the Xiongnu forces stationed in the He-Xi Corridor region, and the Han dynasty successively established Wuwei, Zhangye, Jiuquan, and Dunhuang, the four commanderies, in this area, and organized military garrisons to cultivate the land. In 101 BC, the Western Han dynasty stationed several hundred garrison troops at Luntai, in the southern part of the Tianshan Mountains, to cultivate the land. In 60 BC, the Western Han dynasty established the “Protector-General of the Western Regions” administrative office, marking the moment when the Western Han dynasty formally incorporated Xinjiang into the administration of Chinese governance. During the Sui and Tang dynasties, the central government further strengthened its administration over Xinjiang. During the Five Dynasties, Song, and Liao periods, because the various regimes of the Chinese heartland were locked in a struggle for supreme rule, unable to attend to other matters, the Karakhanid and Kingdom of Khotan and other local regimes emerged, but they all maintained close ties with the dynasties of the Chinese heartland. In the early Yuan dynasty, Genghis Khan completed the political unification of the region both north and south of the Tianshan Mountains. In 1406, the Ming dynasty established the Hami Garrison, appointing local tribal leaders at various levels to administer local government affairs, maintaining the security of trade routes between China and the western regions, and, along with the other western regions, exercised administrative control. In 1757, the Qing dynasty pacified the Dzungar rebellion, which had long occupied the northwest. Two years later, the Qing dynasty pacified the Altishahr rebellion by the Khoja brothers, consolidating military governance over the various regions of the western regions. After the Opium War of 1840, Xinjiang came under the invasion of Tsarist Russia and other great powers. After recovering the occupied territories north and south of the Tianshan Mountains, the Qing government formally established Xinjiang as a province in 1884, and, taking the meaning of “the old territory newly returned,” renamed the western regions “Xinjiang” (meaning “new frontier”). The establishment of Xinjiang as a province was a major reform in the Qing government’s governance of the western regions across successive Chinese dynasties, and greatly strengthened the establishment of governmental authority, with Xinjiang’s military-government center relocated from Ili to Dihua

(present-day Urumqi). By 1909, Xinjiang’s administrative structure was fully consistent with the rest of the country. In the second year after the Xinhai Revolution broke out, revolutionaries in Ili launched a successful uprising, establishing the New Ili Governor-General’s office, declaring the end of the Qing dynasty’s political rule over the Ili region. After the establishment of the Republican government, it continuously strengthened Xinjiang’s border defenses. On September 25, 1949, Xinjiang was peacefully liberated. On October 1, 1949, the people of Xinjiang’s various ethnic groups, together with the people of the whole country, welcomed the founding of the People’s Republic of China.

In sum, based on China’s history and Xinjiang’s own local historical documentary records, China’s central government has, from as early as 60 BC, exercised effective military-government administration over Xinjiang, and, although control has at times weakened, it has never truly been severed; the people of Xinjiang’s various ethnic groups have also actively maintained close ties with the central authorities, making their own contribution to consolidating the great Chinese nation. The unified national history that Pan-Turkists claim to represent has, in fact, never existed among all the peoples who once spoke Turkic languages, and the “East Turkestan Republic” that “East Turkestan” separatists proclaim has likewise never truly existed. The primary ethnic minority group in Xinjiang — the Uyghurs — are not even descendants of the ancient Turks; their earliest ancestors migrated westward before the third century AD from the region east of Lake Baikal, and gradually merged with the Huns, Qiang, Han Chinese, Saka, Tocharians, and Turkic peoples already present in this region. In reality, even though some ethnic groups in Xinjiang have close linguistic ties to the ancient Turks, this in no way lends legitimacy to the establishment of a so-called “East Turkestan state.” Consider today’s newly established nations such as the United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand — their primary ethnic composition is predominantly of English descent, and they use the English language and writing system, yet this hardly means that Britain could establish a unified great Britain across the territory of these newly established nations. These newly established nations have only 300-some years of history, whereas China’s central government has already continuously administered Xinjiang for more than 2,000 years. It can thus be seen that whatever theoretical framework “East Turkestan” separatists use to justify their ancestral claims is entirely illegitimate, and has no historical basis whatsoever; it is groundless from the very outset, and we must resolutely and clearly refute and oppose it, and never permit anyone to separate Xinjiang from China.



(2) The nature of “East Turkestan” separatist forces as a terrorist organization has become abundantly clear, and must be resolutely and mercilessly struck down without the slightest mercy

Contemporary terrorist organizations invariably seek support by all possible means on issues of nationalism, religious belief, traditional political ideology, and other fronts, exhausting every effort to cloak their terrorist activities in a “legitimate” guise, extensively promoting their own “cause,” and blatantly deceiving international opinion in an attempt to mislead international public opinion. Before “9/11,” “East Turkestan” terrorists, in order to gain international support, fabricated an entire set of elaborate lies, holding international seminars and exhibitions and issuing public statements. As early as long before, they never ceased crying out for Xinjiang’s independence, seeking international hostile forces’ support, tying the separatist movement to Xinjiang’s ethnic and religious issues, elevating separatist activities to the status of “ethnic liberation movements,” in order to win the support of Western nations. After the “9/11” incident, in order to evade international crackdowns on terrorism, they continued to use the excuses of maintaining so-called “human rights,” “religious freedom,” and “ethnic minority interests,” fabricating the lie that “the Chinese government is exploiting the opportunity to strike ethnic minorities.” However, “East Turkestan” elements’ actual behavior has already thoroughly exposed the essential nature of their terrorism; regardless of how their rhetoric may change, the fundamental nature of their terrorist organizations remains unchanged. They possess a clear political objective, attempting to separate Xinjiang from China and establish a theocratic Islamic state entity. They are deeply influenced by Islamic religious extremist ideology, displaying an unusual degree of extremism, radicalism, and intransigence, advocating “no rules of engagement” and using “holy war” as a rallying cry, wildly promoting “killing Han Chinese” and “killing traitors.” They have carried out a full range of extreme, violent methods — bombings, assassinations, kidnapping, intimidation, arson, poisoning, armed attacks, manufacturing riots, and so on — directing their attacks against targets that include the elderly, women, and children among the ordinary civilian population, as well as government administrative and law-enforcement organs, attempting to create a large-scale terrorist atmosphere in society, undermining economic development. They are distinct from ordinary criminals in essential character, often operating through careful organization and rigorous planning, possessing a militarized command structure. Therefore, according to China’s own legal system and the relevant provisions of international counter-terrorism conventions, they entirely conform to the universally recognized international definition of terrorism, and can genuinely be described as typical terrorism, one we must resolutely, unwaveringly strike against with the utmost severity.



(3) “East Turkestan” terrorist forces have already become an important component of international terrorist forces, and we must strive for international cooperation, strengthening joint efforts with international counter-terrorism organizations to strike against them

“East Turkestan” terrorist forces are birds of a feather with international terrorist forces — particularly Islamic religious extremist forces represented by the “al-Qaeda” organization — colluding closely with one another. They have received extensive assistance from overseas terrorist forces, including weapons and ammunition, transportation, communications equipment, funding, and personnel training, and have also sent large numbers of terrorists to join the Taliban and Chechen separatist armed forces, receiving actual combat tempering through participation in the Afghan war, the Chechen war, and terrorist activities in Central Asia and South Asia. “East Turkestan” terrorist forces have already become an important component of bin Laden’s terrorist strength. Bin Laden and the leaders of terrorist organizations in Central Asia and West Asia have conspired on multiple occasions, offering to help “East Turkestan” terrorist forces carry out “holy war” in Xinjiang, in order to establish Xinjiang as a model theocratic Islamic province. In early 1999, bin Laden met with the leader of “ETIM,” Hasan Mahsum, and, while promising to provide funding support, also required that he coordinate his activities with the “Uzbekistan Islamic Liberation Movement” and the Taliban regime. In February 2001, bin Laden and senior figures of the Taliban regime reached an agreement with “East Turkestan” separatist organizations in Kandahar, deciding to allocate substantial funding to train “East Turkestan” terrorists, and undertaking to fully cover all activity expenses for the year 2001. With international terrorist forces’ support, “East Turkestan” terrorist forces have exhibited notable characteristics of “external command, internal action, external training, internal destruction.” The terrorist bombing incidents “East Turkestan” elements have manufactured within and outside Chinese territory have caused enormous casualties and property losses among innocent civilians, posing a threat not only to China, but also to the security and stability of relevant countries and international society. China has firmly and consistently stood with international society in jointly opposing all terrorist activity, including that of “East Turkestan” terrorist organizations, in order to safeguard regional and world peace and stability. At present, China has signed the great majority of international counter-terrorism conventions, and earnestly enforces them, and has approved and adopted a series of United Nations counter-terrorism resolutions; it has established counter-terrorism consultation and dialogue mechanisms with relevant countries, and, within the framework of the “Shanghai Cooperation Organization,” has established a substantive multilateral cooperation mechanism for counter-terrorism, through bilateral and multilateral counter-terrorism military exercises, continuously enhancing the counter-terrorism capabilities of various nations. Although a small number of countries, out of their own political motives, have consistently refused to acknowledge that the great majority of “East Turkestan” forces are terrorist organizations, and some have even secretly supported their separatist activities, as the true nature of “East Turkestan” terrorist forces is further exposed, the Chinese government’s efforts to combat “East Turkestan” terrorist forces will surely receive greater international support. In fact, as the number of “East Turkestan” elements killed or captured on the Afghan battlefield by American forces increases — including “ETIM” leader Hasan Mahsum, killed on October 2, 2003 in the Pakistan-Afghanistan joint anti-Taliban military operation — the United States’ understanding of the harm posed by “East Turkestan” terrorist forces has gradually deepened.



(4) The Chinese government’s crackdown on “East Turkestan” terrorist forces is not directed at any particular ethnicity or religion, and should receive broad support from international and domestic society

For a long time, when “East Turkestan” terrorist forces carried out their separatist and destructive activities, they adopted a strategy of “combining pen and sword.” While carrying out violent terrorist activities, they simultaneously promoted “Pan-Turkism” and “Pan-Islamism” ideology through illegal religious activities, folk cultural activities, and other channels, using illegal publications, reactionary propaganda slogans, mass media, and other means, fanatically distorting Xinjiang’s history, promoting the “theory of East Turkestan’s long history of independence,” “the theory of Chinese aggression,” “the theory of plundered resources,” and “the theory of extinction at the hands of Han Chinese,” emphasizing the independence of the Uyghur language, culture, and Uyghur religious and cultural identity, cultivating a mentality of estrangement, in order to build a mass base for Xinjiang’s independence and win international sympathy. After the “9/11” incident, they went even further, raising the banner of so-called “human rights,” “religious freedom,” and “ethnic minority interests,” fabricating the lie that “the Chinese government is exploiting the opportunity to strike ethnic minorities,” attempting to improve their international image and win the sympathy and support of Western powers — and particularly the United States — in order to provide leverage for anti-China forces to interfere in China’s internal affairs and divide the country, promoting the internationalization of the Xinjiang question, and using this as a pretext to escape international counter-terrorism crackdowns. However, facts speak louder than words: the political and terrorist nature of “East Turkestan” elements’ violent activities, the non-combatant nature of the targets of their violence, and the fanaticism with which they carry out their violence, all prove that “East Turkestan” separatist forces are, in essence, violent terrorist forces combining ethnic extremism, religious fanaticism, and violent terror in one. Their actions have naturally met with the resolute opposition of China’s various ethnic groups, including the broad ranks of Xinjiang’s Uyghur population. In order to protect the lives, property, and common interests of the people of all ethnic groups, to safeguard the stability of China’s Xinjiang and its surrounding regions, and to maintain national unity, social stability, and the smooth progress of modernization construction, China has lawfully carried out a resolute crackdown against the violent terrorist activities carried out by “East Turkestan” terrorist forces. But the targets of our crackdown are only the tiny minority of core elements who plan, direct, and participate in violent terrorist incidents, and criminal offenders; toward the great majority of those who have been deceived and lured into participating in ordinary “East Turkestan” organizational activities, we adopt an attitude of education and assistance, welcoming their return to the right path. China’s actions to combat “East Turkestan” terrorist forces are not directed at any particular ethnicity or religion, but rather target the illegal criminal activity of violent terrorism, in order to better safeguard the common interests of all ethnic groups and ensure the smooth conduct of normal religious activities. This policy has received the sincere endorsement and support of the people of the whole country, including the people of Xinjiang’s various ethnic groups. At the same time, the Chinese government opposes any form of terrorism, and opposes the application of double standards on the question of counter-terrorism. All the peoples of the world, regardless of ethnicity or religion, regardless of region or nationality, regardless of differences in political and social systems, should fully recognize the essential nature of “East Turkestan” terrorist forces and the serious harm they cause, see through the various disguises of “East Turkestan” terrorist forces, and jointly combat their violent terrorist activities, giving “East Turkestan” terrorist forces no opportunity to exploit. Although a small number of “East Turkestan” terrorist forces still exist within and outside Chinese territory, they cannot possibly fundamentally affect the integrity and unity of the sacred territory of the motherland, nor can they affect Xinjiang’s social stability, ethnic unity, and the continuous progress of society’s various undertakings, and the ever-improving quality of people’s lives.





Chapter 110: Israel’s “Operation Cast Lead”

(December 27, 2008 – January 18, 2009)

“Operation Cast Lead” was Israel’s military operation aimed at thoroughly eradicating the Hamas organization controlling the Gaza Strip. Citing continued rocket fire from Palestinian armed elements from Gaza into Israel, threatening the safety of the Israeli people, Israel carried out a large-scale air campaign and ground clearance operation against Hamas in the Gaza Strip. The operation began at 11:30 AM on December 27, 2008 and continued until dawn on January 18, 2009, when the outgoing prime minister, Ehud Olmert, announced a unilateral ceasefire, lasting 23 days, resulting in 1,284 Palestinian deaths and 4,336 injuries, and 13 Israeli deaths and several dozen injured. This “Operation Cast Lead” was the largest military operation carried out by Israel against the Gaza Strip since the Third Middle East War of 1967. Looking at the state of the forces committed by both sides, this was a limited war characterized by a vast disparity in strength, an extremely asymmetric confrontation, yet it reflected certain characteristics and patterns of modern warfare — particularly the deceptive nature, surprise, joint-operations character, and special-operations dimension of Israel’s military campaign, as well as the public-opinion warfare, psychological warfare, and legal warfare that ran throughout the entire operation — all worth the earnest study and reflection of our senior military commanders.




I. Background and the Objectives of Both Sides

The Gaza Strip is a narrow strip of territory located on the Mediterranean coast, in western Palestine, bordering Egypt. This region stretches approximately 40 kilometers from north to south, and 6 to 8 kilometers from east to west, with an area of 365 square kilometers and a population of about 1.5 million, with Gaza as its primary city.

According to the United Nations General Assembly’s Partition Plan for Palestine, passed in November 1947, the 115,000-square-kilometer territory, including the Gaza Strip, was to be divided into an “Arab state” and a “Jewish state,” with the latter allotted 14,900 square kilometers. On May 15, 1948, Israel declared its independence. In order to eliminate the newly established State of Israel, the Arab states launched the First Middle East War, but were ultimately defeated. Israel gained control of four-fifths of the territory of Palestine, apart from Gaza and the West Bank of the Jordan River (more than 20,000 square kilometers), and the Gaza Strip was administered by Egypt. In 1956, in order to seize control of the Suez Canal, Britain and France joined forces with Israel in attacking Egypt, launching the Second Middle East War. During the war, the Gaza Strip and nearby areas were occupied by Israel, and, after a ceasefire, Israeli forces withdrew. In 1967, Israel launched a “lightning” surprise attack against Egypt, Syria, Jordan, and other Arab nations (the Third Middle East War), occupying the Gaza Strip and the West Bank of the Jordan River, the old city of Jerusalem, Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula, and Syria’s Golan Heights, a total of 65,000 square kilometers of territory. After this, the Gaza Strip was placed under long-term Israeli military control. Israel implemented a policy of building Jewish settlements on occupied Arab land, initially concentrating on building settlements in the West Bank, and later the Gaza Strip also became one of the primary regions where Israel built Jewish settlements, with as many as 21 Jewish settlements at its peak.

In September 1978, Egypt, Israel, and the United States signed the Camp David Accords, and the Palestinians gained limited autonomy. On November 15, 1988, the Palestine Liberation Organization declared independence. In September 1993, Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organization signed a peace agreement, proposing a Palestinian self-rule plan. On May 4, 1994, Israel and Palestine signed a historically significant agreement on implementing limited self-rule in Gaza and Jericho; on May 12, the Palestinian National Authority was established; on July 12, Yasser Arafat ended his 27 years of exile and returned to Gaza. After this, about 60% of the Gaza Strip’s territory achieved full self-rule, and, for a time, became the political center of Palestine.

In September 2000, Israel’s “hawkish” representative, Ariel Sharon, walked past the “Wailing Wall” southwest of the Temple Mount and the Al-Aqsa Mosque, entering the Al-Aqsa Mosque through a side door on its upper right, thereby declaring that the Jewish people and the Temple Mount share a religious bond. This action outraged the Palestinian people, triggering large-scale, bloody clashes between Israel and Palestine. After this, Jewish settlements in the Gaza Strip became a target for Palestinian armed organizations to attack. Israeli forces, citing the pretext of combating “terrorism,” repeatedly entered the Gaza Strip to strike and hunt down Palestinian armed personnel. In March 2002, Israel launched “Operation Defensive Shield,” at one point comprehensively blockading the Gaza Strip, controlling all major transportation arteries. In April 2003, after the Middle East Quartet (comprising the United Nations, the European Union, Russia, and the United States) released its “roadmap” plan for Middle East peace, Israel, in June of that year, withdrew its forces from the northern part of the Gaza Strip. In 2005, Israel carried out its unilateral disengagement plan, and, from August 15 through September 12, completed its withdrawal from the Gaza Strip, and Gaza returned once more to Palestinian hands.

After Israel’s withdrawal from Gaza, Palestinian armed personnel continued, from time to time, to fire rockets from the Gaza Strip into Israeli territory; although casualties were not numerous, this disturbed the normal life of southern Israeli towns, and became a persistent thorn in Israel’s side, while also seriously interfering with the Israel-Palestine peace process. In June 2007, Hamas seized control of the Gaza Strip from Fatah through force, while Fatah retained control over the West Bank, leaving the Palestinians in a state of political and geographic division. After this, Israel grew increasingly concerned about security in the southern regions bordering Gaza, and closed off the checkpoints leading from the Gaza Strip to the outside world, comprehensively sealing off Gaza, and repeatedly entering the Gaza Strip to carry out military operations. In June 2008, through mediation by Egypt and others, Hamas and Israel signed a six-month ceasefire agreement, bringing a brief period of calm to the Gaza region. However, no sooner had the December 19 ceasefire agreement expired than Hamas impatiently announced that, because Israel had failed to honor its commitment to lift the blockade of the Gaza Strip and halt its military strikes during the ceasefire, it would no longer continue the ceasefire agreement with Israel, and, one after another, in an almost daily fashion, began firing hundreds of rockets southward into Israel. In response, Israel carried out air strikes. After this, as Israel repeatedly took military action in the Gaza Strip, and Palestinian armed personnel continued to fire rockets toward southern Israel, the conflict between the two sides continued to escalate, ultimately leading Israel’s highest authorities to decide to carry out “Operation Cast Lead.”

Israel’s plan of operations: through high-intensity precision strikes, severely punishing Hamas, destroying its infrastructure, weakening or even eliminating its capacity to continue firing rockets southward, establishing a new mechanism in the border area of Gaza, preventing Hamas from smuggling weapons, and further weakening Hamas’s strength and influence, in order to restart Israel-Palestine peace talks, sign a new peace agreement, and ultimately create a favorable strategic environment for long-term peace.

Hamas’s plan of operations: through sustained rocket fire, to demonstrate their continued strength, and to draw greater international attention; to conceal their forces, hide their weapons among the civilian population, and preserve their strength, and, through excessive resistance to delay the Israeli advance, buying time and public-opinion support for international intervention, retreating only when absolutely necessary; to carry out street fighting and tunnel warfare, resisting with everything they had, delaying their withdrawal for as long as possible.

Comparison of the two sides’ forces: in this campaign, the disparity in military strength between the two sides was vast, with Israel widely recognized as the strongest military power in the Middle East. Israel’s active-duty forces numbered 172,500, of which the army numbered 130,000, organized into 3 regional commands, 1 rear-services command, 3 army corps commands, 3 armored divisions, 2 division headquarters, 3 territorial divisions, 4 mechanized-infantry brigades (including 1 airborne training brigade), and 3 rocket-artillery battalions, equipped with 3,900 main battle tanks, 400 armored reconnaissance vehicles, 6,650 armored transport vehicles, 756 artillery pieces of various types, 6,470 mortars, and more than 20 ground-to-ground missiles; the navy numbered 6,500 (including 300 marine corps personnel), equipped with combat vessels of various types, 15 fast-attack craft, 3 “Dolphin”-class submarines, and 2 landing craft; the air force numbered 36,000, organized into 11 air bases, 57 flight squadrons, and 20 air-defense battalions, equipped with 446 combat aircraft (mainly F-15 and F-16 types), 6 early-warning aircraft, 13 reconnaissance aircraft, 37 electronic-warfare aircraft, 133 armed helicopters (mainly Apache attack helicopters), 160 transport helicopters, and 3 “Patriot” air-defense missile batteries. In addition, Israel had reserve personnel numbering 425,000: 5,000 in the navy, 20,000 in the air force, 400,000 in the army (organized into 8 armored divisions, 1 air-mobile/mechanized-infantry division, and 10 territorial defense brigades); the border-defense police force numbered 8,000, and was widely regarded as possessing more than 100 nuclear warheads’ worth of combat strength as its core deterrent capability. In this military campaign, Israel’s ground forces deployed a combined total of 4 brigades, including the Golani Brigade and the Givati Brigade, and recruited tens of thousands of reserve personnel.

Hamas’s formally organized membership numbered about 20,000, with 5,600 armed personnel, and a reserve combat strength of 3,000 (the “Special Security Force” reorganized after Hamas took power in 2006). The “Izz ad-Din al-Qassam Brigades” were its main military force, but this was not a tightly organized brigade-level military unit; rather, it was the collective designation for a group of combat cells that had long struggled against Israel. Because of Israel’s long-term military blockade, Hamas’s equipment was rather rudimentary — its infantry small arms could barely suffice, but heavy weapons and suppression weapons were extremely scarce, and it possessed nothing comparable to Israel’s tanks, combat aircraft, or armed helicopters. Its primary means of counterattack, apart from roadside bombs, ambush-type mines, anti-tank rockets, and shoulder-fired rocket launchers, mostly consisted of using homemade rockets, whose performance was inconsistent. Among these, its “trump card” — its rockets — were numerous, but obtained through smuggling; the Russian-made “Katyusha” and “Grad” rockets, carrying about 20 kilograms of TNT explosive, had a range of 30 to 40 kilometers, and could strike as far as Ashdod, Ashkelon, and Beersheba, cities in southern Israel; but the homemade “Qassam” rockets, though numerous in quantity, had extremely limited range and poor accuracy, with warheads carrying only 3 kilograms of TNT explosive, giving them limited destructive power. According to media reports, Hamas often fired rockets without any specific target at all, merely estimating a general direction and firing whatever they could, and some rockets did not even manage to cross into Israeli territory before falling back to earth.




II. Course of the Battle

Israel’s military operation can broadly be divided into three phases:

Phase One: Large-scale Air Raids (December 27, 2008 – January 3, 2009)

At 11:30 AM on December 27, 2008, more than 50 fighter jets and attack helicopters entered Gaza airspace, and, within just four minutes, dropped hundreds of tons of bombs on more than 100 targets within Gaza, resulting in at least 270 deaths and 700 injuries, most of them Hamas police and armed personnel, including the commander of Hamas’s Gaza police force and his deputy. According to Israeli military communiqués, the targets struck included the Hamas armed forces’ general headquarters and training grounds located in Gaza City, the “Palestinian Death Camp” (Hamas’s operational center and weapons cache) located in Gaza City, the Hamas Police Academy located in central and southern Gaza, and the “Qassam Brigade” command post in northern Gaza. Thirty minutes later, a second wave of 60 attack helicopters struck more than 60 targets, mainly Hamas rocket-launching positions and shelters. In response, Hamas subsequently fired at least 130 rockets into Israeli territory, resulting in one Israeli man’s death and 6 more injuries.

On December 28, Israel further expanded the scope of the air raids, bombing television stations, factories, prisons, and tunnels controlled by Hamas, and believed to be used for smuggling illegal weapons and personnel in the border region between southern Gaza and Egypt. An Israeli F-16 fighter jet fired a rocket that struck a mosque located in central Gaza, allegedly used to store Hamas weapons. The number of deaths and injuries from the air raids rose to at least 287 and 900, respectively. That day, Hamas fired 20 rockets into Israel, of which 3 struck Israel’s fifth-largest port city, Ashdod. A senior Hamas official, Fathi Hammad, stated on the 28th that he would seek to assassinate senior Israeli officials, including the foreign minister and defense minister, in retaliation for Israel’s air raids.

On December 29, Israeli air strikes struck the Palestinian interior ministry building controlled by Hamas, and the Islamic University in Gaza (which Israel claims served as Hamas’s bomb-testing laboratory), and a Hamas command post in northern Gaza. Hamas and other Palestinian armed factions fired at least 50 rockets into Israel, resulting in 3 Israeli deaths. The Associated Press reported that the number of Palestinian deaths had risen to 315. According to Israeli reports, Israel allowed some Turkish-donated ambulances to travel from the West Bank into the Gaza Strip, along with medical supplies for the Red Cross, the Near East relief agency, the World Food Programme, and Doctors Without Borders.

On December 30, Israel continued bombing Gaza, striking the Islamic University, a Hamas training center, and two Hamas resistance-committee offices, resulting in 10 deaths. Israel declared the Gaza Strip a military zone, and called up tens of thousands of reserve personnel to prepare for a large-scale ground offensive. Hamas fired 24 “Qassam” rockets and 11 mortar shells into Israeli territory, causing one injury and no deaths.

On December 31, Israel continued bombing “dozens of targets,” including smuggling tunnels from Egypt into Gaza, blowing up a residential home and an oil pipeline. That day, 42 Palestinians died from Israeli air raids. The Near East relief agency reported that at least 25% of the dead were civilians. More than 60 rockets fired from the Gaza Strip struck Israel, two striking the Israeli city of Beersheba, one striking a school, causing serious damage, though because the school was not in session, there were no casualties. Israel rejected a 48-hour ceasefire proposal put forward by French Foreign Minister Bernard Kouchner, while Hamas expressed willingness to accept any ceasefire proposal.

On January 1, 2009, Israeli air strikes struck the Gaza parliament building and the offices of the education and justice ministries, resulting in 4 deaths and 25 injuries. At Rafah, air strikes destroyed 5 smuggling tunnels and a police command post, and reports indicate that the weapons-manufacturing and storage facilities were destroyed there as well. An Israeli fighter jet dropped a one-ton bomb on the residence of Hamas’s No. 3 leader, Nizar Rayan; Rayan, along with his wife, children, and more than ten family members, died on the spot, and 30 more were injured. Israel bombed Hamas’s senior leadership, and Hamas ordered a wave of retaliatory attacks, declaring the possible resumption of suicide-attack activity against Israel. That day, Hamas fired more than 50 rockets, but caused no casualties.

On January 2, Hamas ordered the launch of a “Day of Fury,” vowing to avenge the senior leader Rayan, killed in the Israeli air strikes the day before. That same day, tens of thousands of protesters took to the streets in Gaza and along the West Bank of the Jordan River. Israeli police, from Jerusalem and nearby villages, sent 20 elite Hamas officials into detention, to preserve calm. Israel conducted air raids against 20 residences of Hamas officials with connections to Hamas, and bombed a clinic, a mosque, and a bank associated with Hamas, and, in Rafah, 5 civilians died. That day, 32 rockets struck Israel, causing 3 minor injuries to Israelis, and severely damaging some buildings.

According to statistics, during this first week of large-scale air raids against the Gaza Strip, Israel dispatched more than 1,000 sorties of various types of aircraft, focusing their attacks on Hamas’s cabinet, headquarters, training grounds, ammunition depots, police academies, rocket-launching positions, underground tunnels, important bridges, and the command posts and television stations of the “Qassam Brigades” and other organizations. At the same time, the army called up 6,500 reserve personnel, urgently deploying ground artillery to the border area, and quickly assembling armored, infantry, and combat-engineering forces. Hamas suffered devastating losses, having fired about 500 rockets in counterattack.

Phase Two: Ground Forces Push into the Gaza Strip, Encircling Gaza City (January 3 – 10, 2009)

On January 3, Israel continued its air raids against the Gaza Strip, and a senior Hamas commander (Gaza Air Force Commander) Abu Zakaria al-Jamal was bombed and killed, along with many senior Hamas leaders and family members, killed together at home. That day, at least 34 rockets fell inside Israel by nightfall, destroying several buildings, and one more person was injured. That night, after a day of intense air-sea bombardment, Israel’s armored and infantry forces, numbering about 10,000, took advantage of nightfall to advance into Gaza from three directions — north, east, and south — launching a comprehensive ground offensive.

On January 4, Israeli mechanized forces (the Givati Brigade) advancing from the southwestern coast of Gaza rapidly reached the coastal area near Netzarim, seizing several densely populated areas along the coastal road, cutting off the Gaza Strip into two parts, isolating southern from northern Gaza. Israeli ground forces advancing from northeastern Gaza City (the Golani Brigade) quickly reached Beit Lahia and Beit Hanoun in northern Gaza. At the same time, the navy tightly blockaded the coastline near the Gaza Strip. Israel claimed to have struck 40 targets, including weapons depots and rocket-launching positions. A combined total of 3 Hamas commanders responsible for launching rockets were killed. According to medical personnel, 42 Palestinians died that day, most of them civilians. At least 41 rockets and mortar shells were fired from Gaza that day into border communities within Israel, resulting in light injuries to 3 Israeli civilians.

On January 5, Israeli forces advancing from the south reached the coast near the Rafah area, cutting the Gaza Strip into three parts. Israel took control of most of the Gaza Strip. Israeli forces and Hamas armed elements clashed for the first time in the outskirts of Gaza City, with a large-scale battle beginning around 6:30 PM in eastern Gaza City; Hamas used mortars to attack Israeli forces. Israel claimed that, in ground fighting that day, they killed 80 to 100 Hamas armed personnel; Hamas claimed 5 killed (later revised to 9) and 2 Israeli soldiers captured, which Israel denied. More than 40 rockets struck Ashkelon, Ashdod, Sderot, Beersheba, and other Israeli southern towns, causing 4 Israeli injuries. Israel also bombed a United Nations school, killing 3 Palestinians. This school was serving as a temporary refugee shelter for hundreds of displaced Palestinians. That day, a combined total of 30 Palestinian civilians were killed, bringing the total number of Palestinian deaths to 540.

On January 6, Israeli naval artillery struck a refugee camp near Netzarim, killing 10 Palestinians, including a father and his 3 children. A school operated by the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees was struck by Israeli tanks, resulting in 43 deaths. United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon condemned this attack, calling it “utterly unacceptable,” and hoped an investigation would be conducted into why Israeli forces had attacked the school. Israel stated that, at the time, armed personnel had fired mortars at Israeli forces from the school area, and Israeli forces returned fire in self-defense. Israel also claimed that many Hamas armed personnel had used civilians as human shields. The relief agency, however, “99.9% guaranteed” that there were no armed personnel active near the school. About 15,000 residents were forced from their homes because of the war, of whom 5,000 sought shelter at 11 United Nations shelters. A senior United Nations official stated that, of Gaza’s 1 million Palestinians, 700,000 lacked access to power and water. That day, despite Israel already controlling most of the Gaza Strip, at least 30 rockets still struck Israel. One rocket landed near a residential building, seriously injuring a 3-month-old female infant.

On January 7, at least 12 Palestinians died from Israeli air strikes; at least 15 rockets struck Israel, causing no casualties. In order to provide humanitarian assistance to Gaza’s civilian population, Israel implemented a “humanitarian ceasefire” from 1:00 to 4:00 PM. During the ceasefire window, many Gaza residents went out to purchase daily necessities, and some residents went to check on the safety of friends and relatives.

On January 8, Israeli forces continued their advance toward southern Gaza’s Khan Yunis, launching 24 air raids, resulting in at least 4 Palestinian deaths and 22 injuries. Amid the intensifying fighting, Israeli air, sea, and land forces destroyed more communication tunnels, while also cutting off Gaza’s remaining electricity and water supply. Palestinian armed personnel fired an anti-tank missile from within Jewish settlement zones in the northern Gaza Strip, killing 1 Israeli soldier and wounding 1 more. One Israeli armored vehicle mistakenly fired on and killed a Palestinian child in northern Gaza. That day, armed elements from Lebanese territory suddenly fired 4 “Katyusha” rockets into northern Israel, wounding 4 Israelis. Hamas denied any connection to this incident, and no one claimed responsibility for the attack.

On January 9, the United Nations passed a resolution calling for an immediate ceasefire between Israel and Hamas. Israel ignored the resolution and continued its military operations in Gaza. Hamas showed a mixed attitude toward this resolution, with one spokesperson stating that Hamas refused to comply with it, while another spokesperson stated that Hamas was studying the resolution. Palestinian armed elements in the Gaza Strip fired at least 30 rockets into southern Israel, and Hamas claimed that multiple rockets had struck the Tel Nof air base, 27 kilometers away.

On January 10, Israeli ground forces continued military operations along Gaza’s coastal roadway, engaging in fierce fighting with Hamas. According to Israel, they carried out air strikes against more than 40 Hamas targets, including 10 rocket-launching bases, weapons storage facilities, smuggling tunnels, and air-defense-missile launchers, killing more than 15 armed personnel (including 4 senior Hamas leaders confirmed as hospital officials, dead in the Palestinian territory), including senior Hamas leader and rocket-launching expert Amir Mansi. Three rockets struck the south-central city of Beersheba, causing two light injuries; another 6 rockets landed in open areas, causing no casualties.

Phase Three: Advance into Gaza City (January 11–18, 2009)

On January 11, Israeli ground forces, supported by air and sea firepower, began slowly advancing into Gaza City itself, searching house by house, encircling and destroying Hamas members, clearing and destroying weapons of various types, and continued reinforcing the front with reserve soldiers, occupying key areas. Israeli forces continued air raids against 60-odd targets in northern Gaza’s Jabalia, Beit Lahiya, and eastern Gaza City, including a mosque located in Rafah. According to Israel, this mosque was used as a Hamas training camp, meeting location, and weapons depot. Both Israel and Palestine confirmed that at least 40 Hamas armed personnel were killed in a battle with Israeli forces. Hamas, for the first time, used a large-caliber mortar to strike an Israeli aircraft in the Gaza Strip, and also fired several rockets into Israeli territory, two landing in the Israeli city of Beersheba.

On January 12, Israeli forces continued to push into Gaza City amid the fighting, and reserve forces entered northern Gaza for the first time, mistakenly injuring 4 friendly soldiers. Palestinians in the outskirts of Gaza City fled toward the city center in droves. A Palestinian human-rights organization stated that at least 90,000 residents had been displaced from their homes, more than half of them children.

On January 13, Israeli air, sea, and ground artillery continued the fiercest bombardment against Gaza since December 27; Israeli tanks then pushed into densely populated areas of Gaza City, with the goal being Hamas headquarters. In the fighting in the southern outskirts, Palestinian casualties were severe, and hospitals received dozens of calls for help, but were unable to dispatch ambulances to the battle zone.

On January 14, Israeli forces continued their assault, with intense fighting continuing in areas near Gaza City’s northern outskirts. Israeli forces concentrated their strength within a few miles of Gaza City’s center, and claimed to have destroyed 60 targets, including the Gaza police headquarters, rocket-launching bases, weapons storage facilities, and 35 smuggling tunnels leading to Egypt. That day, Israel again came under attack from 5 rockets fired from Lebanese territory; Israel subsequently returned fire with 4 artillery shells, but the incident caused no casualties.

On January 15, after intensive shelling, Israeli forces pushed further into southern Gaza, engaging in fierce combat with Palestinian armed personnel. In the air strikes, Hamas’s interior minister, Sayeed al-Siyam, the security chief, Salah Abu Shrakh, and the armed forces leader, Muhammad Wafa al-Shaikh Khalil, three senior Hamas officials, were bombed and killed. Relief agency headquarters buildings and hospitals within Gaza came under Israeli air raids, and 3 people were suspected of being burned by white phosphorus. That day, armed elements fired 15 rockets, two of which struck the Israeli city of Beersheba, causing 5 injuries. Israel’s defense minister criticized this before UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon and other visiting representatives to Israel, calling for a ceasefire proposal. At the same time, the UN Secretary-General’s chief of staff also visited Israel, and met with leaders to argue for a ceasefire. Israel indicated it would not stop its military operations until a ceasefire agreement was reached. Hamas leaders declared they would refuse to accept a ceasefire proposal from Israel; Hamas fighters would continue fighting with Israel until Israel completely withdrew from the Gaza Strip, and also called on Arab nations to cut off all relations with Israel. In addition, Peacekeeping Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon expressed criticism of Israeli forces attacking the United Nations facility at Gaza. Israel explained that its artillery fire was in self-defense, as Palestinian armed personnel had fired at Israeli forces from within the UN facility in Gaza.

On January 16, senior defense ministry officials from both sides once again arrived in Egypt to discuss the ceasefire issue in Gaza. Hamas proposed a one-year ceasefire, in exchange for Israeli forces’ withdrawal and an end to the blockade of Gaza. Palestinian medical personnel stated that at least 1,155 Palestinians had died over the previous three weeks. Palestinian armed personnel fired 15 rockets into Israeli territory, causing 5 Israeli injuries.

On January 17, deafening explosions continued to echo out from Gaza City. That evening, Israel’s national security cabinet passed, by a vote of 9 in favor, 2 opposed, and 1 abstention, a decision to begin a unilateral ceasefire beginning at 2:00 AM on the 18th. Israeli Prime Minister Olmert stated at a subsequent press conference that Israel’s “Operation Cast Lead” had already achieved all its established objectives, that Hamas had already suffered a heavy blow, and that Israel had already reached an agreement with Egypt on jointly cracking down on weapons smuggling into the Gaza Strip.

After the Israeli prime minister announced the unilateral ceasefire on the 18th, Israeli forces remained in position, maintaining a state of high alert. After this, although there were sporadic clashes between the two sides, the ceasefire was essentially maintained, and the state of affairs proceeded relatively in line with Israel’s proposed withdrawal conditions. That afternoon, Hamas and other Palestinian armed organizations also declared a ceasefire, while demanding that Israel withdraw from the Gaza Strip within one week. From the evening of the 18th, Israeli forces began gradually withdrawing their troops, retaining only a small force to control key areas, and by the 21st, had entirely withdrawn from Gaza, redeploying to the Israeli side of the Gaza border.




III. Analysis

“Operation Cast Lead” was the largest military operation Israel had carried out against the Gaza Strip since the Third Middle East War of 1967. In this operation, Israel swept away the “weak” image it had projected since being forced into a hasty response during its war with Lebanon two years earlier, and characterized by its slow pace of action, and, relying on its absolute military superiority over Hamas, carried out an all-around military assault against the Gaza Strip in stages, on the air, sea, and land fronts simultaneously, quickly achieving its established objectives — this can be considered a relatively successful “blitzkrieg.” At the same time, before, during, and after the operation, Israel made extensive use of public-opinion warfare, legal warfare, and other means, ensuring both the “legality” of its actions, and also a favorable public-opinion environment — this can be regarded as a classic example of “political warfare through military means.” Although the strength of the two sides was vastly disparate in this military operation, over a certain span of time, it nonetheless demonstrated certain distinctive features of modern warfare, worth our senior military commanders’ careful study and reference.


(1) Effective strategic deception can still achieve tactical and campaign-level surprise

As modern warfare grows ever more transparent, achieving surprise in the timing of an operation grows ever more difficult. One of the notable highlights of Israel’s “Operation Cast Lead” was that, on the basis of a long period of regular troop deployments, it used strategic deception as its “blind” tactic for a surprise attack — feigning weakness before the campaign, and catching Hamas off guard once the offensive began. This differs from the passive response and hasty escalation seen in the 2006 war with Lebanon; this time, Israel conducted thorough preparations, meticulously planning the operation over nearly two full years. According to Israel’s Haaretz newspaper’s disclosures on December 27, 2008, as early as the start of 2007, political decision-makers and the defense ministry had already begun planning military action against Hamas, but because Israel and Syria were, at the time, engaged in secret peace talks, and the air force was fully preparing for a potential air raid against Syrian “nuclear facilities,” preparations for a strike against Hamas were postponed. On November 18, 2008, Israeli Prime Minister Olmert and Defense Minister Ehud Barak met at the Defense Ministry headquarters, and the two agreed, in principle, to implement “Operation Cast Lead.” Afterward, the two continued to keep this plan confidential, only submitting it to Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni in a top-secret briefing. It was not until December 24 that Olmert convened the cabinet, mentioning that this military operation against Gaza would be forthcoming, but the news release given to the outside world contained only a single line, omitting a full page detailing 35 items that had been discussed on this topic. Yet after the meeting, senior cabinet officials spent a full five hours discussing the details of “Operation Cast Lead.” According to a participating cabinet member: “This was an extremely detailed operational plan… clearly absorbing the lessons of the Lebanon war two years earlier.” After the discussion concluded, all cabinet members voted to support this operation, leaving the decision of exactly when the operation would begin to the prime minister, defense minister, and foreign minister to determine. Israel’s Prime Minister’s Office declared to the outside world that the cabinet would convene a special meeting on December 27 specifically to discuss the Gaza issue. Defense Minister Barak also publicly announced that he would “continue to make diplomatic efforts,” and expressed willingness to reopen the Gaza corridor, approving about 80 supply trucks carrying medicine, food, and fuel to enter Gaza on the 26th, and although Barak faced fierce criticism domestically for this, Hamas as a result lost its vigilance. In addition, the day the war began coincided with the first religious rest day for Palestinians after Christmas, and the Israeli military had also arranged for large numbers of officers and men to take home leave, further lulling Hamas’s intelligence apparatus into complacency. It is said that, on the first day of the air strikes against Gaza, students from the police academy were gathered on a plaza, and nearly all were killed in the air raid. Afterward, a senior Israeli defense official remarked with satisfaction: “The deception operation was extremely successful. On December 23, Hamas was still worried it might come under air raids, but once they learned we were ‘preparing to hold a cabinet meeting,’ this let all the personnel return to their posts, and as a result, we caught them off guard.” This demonstrates that the key factors determining victory in modern warfare are not only advanced military equipment, but that strategic deception and scheming still hold their place, and their role remains, to a very significant degree, decisive.



(2) Thorough pre-war intelligence preparation is vitally important for securing campaign victory and improving combat effectiveness

Operations under informatized conditions amount to “gathering intelligence, then striking.” In this “Operation Cast Lead,” Israel drew on the lessons of inadequate intelligence preparation during the war with Lebanon, focusing intently on carefully selecting targets around the strategic objective before the campaign began, conducting meticulous war-preparation intelligence work. This campaign’s primary strategic objective for Israel was to deal a heavy blow to Hamas’s armed forces, eliminating the threat it posed to security, and improving the security environment in the southwest border region. To this end, Israel carried out careful selection of its target set. First, it struck Hamas’s command hub, including Hamas’s headquarters, intelligence headquarters, police organs, and primary leadership figures. In the first phase of this operation, Israel struck, in one fell swoop, Hamas’s headquarters in the Gaza Strip, administrative facilities, Hamas’s No. 3 leader Rayan, senior military leader Jiamai, the interior minister Siyam, and a large batch of senior officials from the security department, including Shrakh, killed in Israeli strikes during the operation. Second, it struck Hamas’s military strength. Although Hamas’s weapons and equipment were, on the whole, relatively backward, in recent years, it has acquired some “killer” weapons that “pierce through iron.” Among them, 122mm “Katyusha” rocket-launcher fire had a range of 35 to 40 kilometers, capable of striking cities deep within Israel, and posed a serious threat to Israel’s security. Israel dedicated its full strength to severing Hamas’s “attack advantage,” destroying 70% to 80% of it in a single stroke. Third, it struck weapons-smuggling tunnels. In recent years, the Gaza Strip has had several hundred underground tunnels dug, a considerable number of which serve as smuggling routes for illegal weapons and materiel, and are an important lifeline for Hamas’s continued combat operations. In the course of military operations, Israel struck a combined total of more than 300 such tunnels, greatly weakening Hamas’s supply-chain capacity for weapons, food, and other necessities. To attack these targets more precisely, Israeli Defense Minister Barak had, six months earlier, ordered every intelligence organ to comprehensively gather intelligence on Hamas’s important military installations and locations throughout Gaza, establishing a vast database of target information. Once this intelligence was reported upward, it was verified by the southern military command’s political and military-affairs department, and then distributed to the various combat units. Because pre-war intelligence preparation was so thorough, some struck targets were precisely identified down to individuals; Israel destroyed more than 100 of these targets in the initial four minutes of the air raid, causing large numbers of Hamas personnel casualties, including the deaths of the Gaza police commander and the special police commander, seriously weakening Hamas’s command system in Gaza. Israel continued its air strikes over several consecutive days, and Hamas’s armed organization’s command and control system suffered severe damage, and Hamas’s senior leadership found it extremely difficult to issue combat orders to its forces, unable to organize effective defense (this was also an important reason why Hamas’s armed personnel casualties were not numerous). In addition, every Israeli unit entering Gaza carried a target list, clearly marking the hiding places of terrorist elements, ammunition depots, and possible tunnel entrances; the moment a target was discovered, the unit would immediately destroy it. At the same time, they also identified, by name, and arrested Hamas armed personnel, in order to obtain more timely intelligence. It can thus be seen that accurate, reliable pre-war intelligence — and particularly detailed, precise target intelligence — has increasingly become a “force multiplier” for combat effectiveness in modern warfare.



(3) As information technology develops, joint operations are extending further into the tactical level

In “Operation Cast Lead,” Israel placed great emphasis on tri-service coordination and joint operations, ensuring this ran throughout the entire course of the operation. First, in the air-raid operations, air-sea coordination was close. The Israeli military used “Heron” and “Searcher” unmanned reconnaissance aircraft, along with F-16 fighters carrying synthetic-aperture radar, to conduct reconnaissance, while F-16C/D and F-15 aircraft carried out attacks against large targets, and “Apache” and “Cobra” attack helicopters and drones carried out “precision elimination” against smaller targets. Naval fast-attack craft blockaded the coastal waters of the Gaza Strip within a 20-nautical-mile range, using ship-based remote weapon stations to launch precision strikes against onshore targets, coordinating with the air force to strike key targets. Second, as ground forces advanced, air-ground coordination was maintained. Reconnaissance aircraft strictly monitored ground forces’ front-line advance; once Hamas armed personnel were discovered organizing resistance, ground command centers would immediately issue orders to strike aircraft, striking preemptively. To avoid ground forces falling into a dangerous situation, air support employed both close-range support and deep strikes, in order to destroy Hamas’s active targets and support ground forces’ advance. Third, in the tactical-level advance of the battle, army, navy, and air-force tactical units maintained real-time communication, direct coordination, and close cooperation. Since 21st-century digitized combat theory spread from the United States, Israel has been actively creating an elite, rapid-response force, focusing on digitized technology, and connecting communication systems, command organs, personnel, and weapons together, forming an enormous battlefield computer network, giving it “eyes” ahead of the operation. In “Operation Cast Lead,” Israel demonstrated a very high degree of informatization. According to reports, Israeli forces achieved fully shared information with the government, with participating units able to receive image data and satellite imagery for decision-making purposes every day, transmitted at thousands per second, allowing even officers unfamiliar with military affairs to know what to do next; Israeli Prime Minister Olmert’s own computer could connect to front-line command organs’ computers, giving him a far greater grasp of the battlefield situation than he had during the 2006 war. At the tactical level, in operations, Israel’s tactical units maintained real-time communication with one another, coordinated directly, and cooperated closely; when Israeli forces attacked and occupied important transportation junctions in Gaza, they would first strike from the navy and air force, and then, after occupying the surrounding areas by day, at night deploy special forces to organize small units to infiltrate and probe forward, in order to control the situation. Israel claims that ground forces could, at any time, call in F-15I fighters or AH-64D attack helicopters, and strike targets located approximately 100 meters from friendly troop formations. As one participating Israeli soldier remarked: “Airpower resolved 70% of the problem; what remained was basically street fighting.” Of course, although the degree of informatization in Israel’s combat operations has improved dramatically compared with the past, target identification and coordinated action still remain somewhat disconnected; the Israeli tank-caused friendly-fire incident that struck a brigade’s own command post, killing more than 20 people, stands as a serious lesson. As information technology continues to develop, joint operations across services and branches are increasingly extending to sub-battalion-level combat units, and even down to individual combat platforms, becoming an increasingly typical characteristic of small-scale, multi-service, tactical-level operations closely coordinated under informatized conditions.



(4) Special forces operations have risen to a new level of status and importance in modern warfare

The forces tasked with carrying out this military operation’s ground assault mission included the Golani Brigade, the Givati Brigade, and the Sword and Militia Brigade’s 269 Counter-Terrorism Assault Team, elite units of the Israeli Defense Forces. The Golani Brigade was hailed as “a crack unit formed from the worst,” in the Israeli Defense Forces’ history repeatedly rebelling against orders — on one hand, it was accused of poor discipline, often disobeying orders and treating Palestinians with cruelty; on the other hand, it was also recognized as being resolute in combat, with strong officer leadership, frequently undertaking vanguard duty in multiple wars. This unit possesses strong independent operational capability, often able to hold its own on a single front without reinforcements; during the Middle East wars, it fought from the northernmost tip near Lebanon all the way to the southernmost point near the Red Sea, earning it the title “the 1st Brigade of Israel’s Defense Forces.” The Givati Brigade was originally deployed near the Lebanese border, and later deployed to the Gaza border area, specializing in counter-terrorism operations. Through numerous large and small counter-terrorism operations, they completed their missions at extremely low cost, earning widespread acclaim. In this operation, the Givati Brigade’s primary mission was against Hamas’s armed forces, trained rigorously in Iran, and the “self-detonating special forces” of the “suicide bombers.” The 269 Counter-Terrorism Assault Team’s peacetime training focuses on how to rescue hostages, and in this operation entering Gaza it had two primary missions: first, to rescue an Israeli soldier who had been kidnapped by Hamas, and second, to eliminate Hamas’s leadership. These forces, tasked with special-operations missions, once they entered Gaza, fully leveraged their nuclear role, and, with the coordination of other units, focused mainly on special-operations combat actions, causing severe losses to Hamas’s key targets and effective combat strength, successfully completing their assigned missions in the achievement of “Operation Cast Lead’s” objectives, and revealed the increasing importance of special forces’ role in combat operations under modern conditions.



(5) Effective use of media, and seizing the initiative in the public-opinion war, are essential guarantees for the smooth conduct of military action

Under conditions of an information society, public-opinion warfare and media warfare have become important components of modern warfare, and news media have gradually become important battlegrounds contested by both sides. Throughout the course of this operation, Israel made effective use of public opinion, widely conducting public-opinion warfare, and its main approaches were as follows: first, effectively controlling the media, guiding public opinion. The primary target of Israeli forces’ military action was Hamas armed personnel, difficult to distinguish, active in one of the most densely populated regions in the world — the Gaza Strip — which inevitably risked triggering large-scale civilian casualties and stirring strong international protest. To this end, Israel had, from the very outset of its operations, consistently placed great emphasis on controlling and restricting the entry of new media. As early as October 2007, Israel had already declared it would consider the Gaza Strip a hostile region, and, before the war began, strictly banned journalists from entering the Gaza Strip, ensuring they could only see the “condensed version” of the war that Israel wanted them to see, without ever being able to learn about the actual state of rocket fire directed at Israeli territory. After the war began, although foreign journalists coordinated to try to gain entry into Gaza, they were ultimately blocked from reaching the very highest authorities, and, although they were unable to conduct in-depth reporting from the scene, they could only broadcast at designated times and locations. The primary source of information for the outside world came from official “YouTube” video streams of the combat operations, along with the military spokesperson’s daily briefing. Second, establishing dedicated departments to manage the battle for the initiative on news reporting, proactively releasing information. Israel’s government specially established a news center in the southern city of Sderot, releasing information to the outside world in English, French, and Russian. Israel quickly established a “Twitter” website, offering links and relevant commentary explaining the war’s causes to visitors, seeking international sympathy. The prime minister, foreign minister, and defense minister also frequently accepted interviews with major international media, and the cabinet, foreign ministry, and defense ministry spokespersons frequently held press conferences to ensure the international community continued to hear its voice. Third, responding quickly to and clarifying international public opinion, safeguarding its own interests. Israel closely followed the direction of international public-opinion reporting, and, the moment “negative reports” emerged, would immediately respond and clarify. Regarding facts it could not deny, such as those in which Israeli forces bombarded a United Nations school and caused a large number of deaths, Israel did not deny them, but instead emphasized having “evidence to prove” it. In response to Israel’s bombing of a United Nations school, defense ministry officials swiftly sent text messages to overseas journalists, explaining Israel’s position and posting videos of Hamas armed personnel using the school compound to fire weapons, while also expressing regret over the harm caused to those killed at the school, promising to do everything possible to avoid similar incidents in the future. When foreign media used outdated photos in their reporting, Israel would swiftly and severely negotiate to demand a correction. Fourth, actively leveraging non-governmental organizations to strengthen the intensity of foreign-facing propaganda. Before carrying out the surprise attack, Israel, through civil-society media groups, launched the “Israel Plan,” using multiple languages to send electronic mail to media outlets in various countries, providing expert profiles, contact information, and expressing readiness to respond to interview requests at any time. At the same time, Israel also mobilized non-governmental organizations and community groups from various countries to voice support for its military action. Israel’s side also engaged a well-known British public-relations firm to advise on media guidance and public-relations skills, and public-opinion and media warfare achieved good results, allowing some Western media outlets to maintain a “neutral” stance even as the operation caused relatively high civilian casualties, and the United Nations Security Council was ultimately unable to pass a resolution condemning Israel, only issuing a statement expressing “grave concern” and calling on both sides to observe a ceasefire.



(6) Coordination between psychological warfare and force created maximum psychological-warfare effect

The development trend of modern psychological warfare demonstrates: on one hand, the intensity of military strikes exerts an important effect on the effectiveness of psychological warfare, at times even a decisive influence; on the other hand, psychological warfare plays an important role in amplifying the effects of military strikes. In “Operation Cast Lead,” Israel extensively drew on American shock-and-awe operational theory, considering both the military value of each military action and its psychological impact; psychological warfare pursued the achievement of the objectives of psychological attacks, while also calculating how to amplify the value of military strikes’ effects. From the start of the air raids, Israel dealt a heavy blow to Hamas’s military infrastructure through dense, high-intensity precision strikes, causing heavy casualties among Hamas’s police and armed personnel, immediately paralyzing them and stripping them of their capacity for organized resistance and controlling the situation, achieving a tremendous shock-and-awe effect. In the sustained air raids that followed, Israeli ground forces stood by at all times to be dispatched, preparing to enter Gaza, and openly signaled they would be sending more reserve forces to enter Gaza; once ground forces entered Gaza, they further demonstrated they would gather even more reserve forces to join the fighting, preparing for a major ground annihilation battle. Facing the prolonged Hamas preparation, defense ministry officials immediately declared that Israel would use American GBU-39 small-diameter precision-guided munitions to strike the tunnel network, greatly promoting the combat effectiveness of the tunnel strikes, and coordinating with public announcements about the results of its strikes, achieving the anticipated shock-and-awe effect on Hamas members.



(7) The “legality” of military action is receiving ever-increasing attention from international society

In today’s era of deepening globalization and shared global information, war is no longer merely a simple contest of arms between two combatants; the standards by which international society evaluates a war are also no longer purely a matter of military victory — international society pays closer attention to concrete information about the war that the public can accept, and every side also increasingly values the “legality” of the war. In this operation, Israel, on one hand, launched a fierce military assault against the Hamas armed personnel garrisoned in the Gaza Strip; on the other hand, it also thoroughly attended to the legal-defense position before the entire world’s legal community. Facing Hamas’s exploitation of the ceasefire agreement to garner sympathy and support, Israel firmly insisted that Hamas had already broken the ceasefire agreement since December 19, continuously launching rockets to attack southern Israeli cities, causing severe casualties, and emphasized that its military strikes were “entirely in self-defense.” Once the operation began, through various propaganda channels, they continuously publicized the serious threat that Hamas’s rockets posed to Israeli territory, and, through full use of internet and other media, continuously released information about Hamas launching rockets, precisely bombing weapons depots, and avoiding civilian casualties, and made every effort to spread videos of the battlefield, seeking to give the outside world an impression that “the operation was legal, and the response was appropriate,” and to win international understanding. To prevent Israel’s political leaders from being prosecuted by the International Criminal Court after the war on charges of causing civilian casualties in its military actions, from the very outset of the military operation they carried out legal evidence-gathering work. According to disclosures, every combat unit of Israeli forces carried at least one small camera, continuously recording the exchange of fire at the scene, and, while reporting battlefield information to command, also preserved important combat and battlefield evidence, avoiding legal disputes afterward. On January 15, Defense Minister Barak ordered the establishment of a “No Crime Team,” composed of military intelligence personnel and legal experts, dedicated to collecting relevant evidence such as combat videos recorded by Israeli officers and men, in preparation for future evidence should any officials face war-crimes charges. In addition, in response to certain media reports that Israel used controversial white phosphorus munitions in its military operations, Israel defended itself, explaining that white phosphorus munitions were used to manufacture smokescreens to conceal its forces, and that no treaty prohibits the use of white phosphorus for smoke shells or illumination flares. It can thus be seen that, in future wars, humanitarian and other legal questions will receive ever-increasing attention from international society, and ensuring the legality of the objective, means, and methods of warfare will become an important subject.





Part Fourteen: Public-Opinion Warfare, Psychological Warfare, and Legal Warfare




Chapter 111: The Use of Psychological Warfare in the Battle of Gaixia

(November – December 202 BC)

The Chu-Han Contention was the famous war fought after the fall of the Qin dynasty between the two great armed camps headed by the Hegemon-King of Western Chu, Xiang Yu, and the King of Han, Liu Bang, for supreme rule over the empire. The battle of Gaixia (about 7.5 kilometers southeast of present-day Lingbi, Anhui) was the final stage of the Chu-Han Contention. In the decisive battle at Gaixia, Liu Bang’s Han army achieved total victory in the Chu-Han war. There were many reasons for the Han army’s victory in this battle, one important one being its successful use of the psychological-warfare strategy of “songs of Chu on all sides.” This stands as a successful example of the use of psychological warfare in ancient Chinese wars, and although more than 2,000 years have passed, it can still offer us important lessons today.




I. Course of the Battle of Gaixia

In the later period of the Chu-Han war at Chenggao, Xiang Yu, in order to extricate himself from the passive position of fighting on two fronts, was compelled to negotiate peace with Liu Bang. The two sides ultimately agreed to use the Honggou canal (today’s Jialu River in Zhongmou County, Henan) as the boundary, dividing the realm in two, with the territory east of the Honggou belonging to Chu and the territory west belonging to Han. The Han army thereby achieved a transformation from weakness to strength, while Xiang Yu’s power daily waned.

After the peace agreement at the Honggou, Xiang Yu, in accordance with the agreement, released Liu Bang’s father and Liu Bang’s wife, Lü Zhi, and withdrew his troops eastward. Liu Bang also prepared to order his troops to withdraw westward. Zhang Liang and Chen Ping felt that Xiang Yu should not be let off so easily, and that the troops should by no means be withdrawn. They advised Liu Bang: “Han now holds more than half the empire, and the various lords have all pledged allegiance to it, while Chu’s troops are exhausted and its provisions spent. This is the moment Heaven has decreed for Chu’s destruction. If we release him now and do not strike, this is what is meant by ‘rearing a tiger to bring calamity upon oneself.’” Liu Bang heeded the advice of Zhang Liang and Chen Ping, and resolved to take advantage of the psychological laxity that had set in among Xiang Yu’s forces after the truce, to launch a counterattack. He led his army in pursuit of Xiang Yu, and arranged for Han Xin and Peng Yue to converge from the south to join him, to fight the final strategic decisive battle against Xiang Yu’s army — thus began the Battle of Gaixia.

In the ninth month of the fifth year of Emperor Gaozu’s reign (202 BC), the Han army pursued the Chu forces as far as south of Yangxia before halting its advance, awaiting the arrival of Han Xin’s Qi army and Peng Yue’s army, who were to join them. When the Han army advanced further to Guling in the tenth month, Han Xin and Peng Yue still had not moved their troops, and failed to rendezvous as planned. Liu Bang, still not daring to engage Xiang Yu’s army directly, held back. Xiang Yu was furious at Liu Bang for breaking faith and violating the treaty by pursuing him, and decided to take advantage of the fact that the Qi and Liang armies had not yet arrived to counterattack. Xiang Yu personally directed generals such as Ji Bu and Zhong Limei in launching a fierce assault on the Han army. Because the Han army had not anticipated the Chu counterattack, it was routed and unable to form up, retreating in a panic into its fortifications, digging in deeply and holding firm while awaiting reinforcement. However, after its victory, Xiang Yu’s army failed to besiege and annihilate the Han forces at Guling to expand on its gains.

To extricate himself from this predicament, Liu Bang asked Zhang Liang: “The various lords (referring to Han Xin and Peng Yue) will not follow my orders — what is to be done?” Zhang Liang replied: “Chu is on the verge of collapse, yet Han Xin and Peng Yue have not yet been granted fiefs, so it is only natural that they would not come. If Your Majesty is willing to share the empire with them (granting the two men fiefs), you can bring them to your side at once.” Zhang Liang explained that when Han Xin was first made King of Qi, it had not truly been the sovereign’s own wish. And after Peng Yue had seized the territory of Liang, because Wei Bao, the King of Wei, was still alive at the time, Peng Yue had only been made Chancellor of Wei. Now that King Wei Bao was dead, Peng Yue naturally very much wished to be made a king in his own right. If Liu Bang could grant Peng Yue the territory from Suiyang (present-day Shangqiu, Henan) to Gucheng (present-day Dong’e, Shandong) and make him King of Liang, and grant Han Xin the territory from Chen (present-day Huaiyang, Henan) to the eastern sea, since Han Xin’s ancestral home was in Chu territory and he greatly wished to recover his native land, if this could be done, the two men would surely commit themselves eagerly to fighting against Chu, and Chu could then easily be defeated. Liu Bang felt that Zhang Liang’s insight was well reasoned, and accordingly marked out the territory from Suiyang north to Gucheng to enfeoff Peng Yue as King of Liang, and the territory from Chen east to the sea to grant to Han Xin. Once Han Xin and Peng Yue learned that Liu Bang was about to grant them these fiefs, they agreed to immediately lead their armies south to attack the Chu forces.

In the latter part of the eleventh month of the fifth year of Emperor Gaozu’s reign (202 BC), Han Xin led his army south, using a detachment of troops to lure the Chu army out to fight; the two sides did battle in the area of Jiuli Mountain. The western Chu army fell into an ambush set by Han Xin’s forces. Han Xin’s cavalry took advantage of the opportunity to press forward and, in one stroke, breached Pengcheng. The Han army followed up by successively capturing broad areas of what is today northern Jiangsu, northern Anhui, and eastern Henan, with its spearhead directed at the flank and rear of Xiang Yu’s forces. After winning the great victory at Jiuli Mountain and occupying Pengcheng, Han Xin learned that Xiang Yu was withdrawing his forces southeastward from Pengcheng, and accordingly continued to pursue him southeastward.

At the same time, Liu Bang ordered Liu Jia to head south, cross the Huai River, and besiege Shouchun (present-day Shou County, Anhui). He also sent an envoy to persuade Chu’s Grand Marshal, Zhou Yin, to rebel against Chu; Zhou Yin raised troops at Shu (present-day southwest Lu’an) to capture Liu County (present-day Lu’an), then marched north to link up with Liu Jia, and welcomed back Ying Bu. Han Xin advanced from the west from Qi territory, Peng Yue advanced from the south from Liang territory, and Ying Bu and the others advanced northward from Shouchun through Fucheng (northwest of present-day Guoyang). In the twelfth month, the Han army, the Qi army, the Jiujiang army, and Peng Yue’s Liang army — four columns in all — converged, forming a state of encirclement around Xiang Yu’s army. The Han army took the great general Han Xin, commanding 300,000 troops, as its main force, with Kong Ju commanding the left wing and Chen He the right wing, Liu Bang in the center, and Zhou Bo and Chai Wu serving as the rear guard, with total strength of about 500,000 men. At this time, the relative positions of the Han army and the various allied lords’ forces were roughly as follows: the Qi army commanded by King of Qi Han Xin was stationed northeast of Gaixia; the Jiujiang troops commanded by King of Jiujiang Ying Bu were stationed southwest of Gaixia; and the Liang army commanded by King of Liang Peng Yue was stationed in the northern part of the Gaixia area.

After Xiang Yu’s army was defeated and lost Pengcheng, with the vast territories north of Anhui and east of Henan being occupied one after another by the Han army, unable to stabilize the situation, he had no choice but to lead his troops and administrative officials, carrying large quantities of valuables, in retreat toward the southeast. At this point Xiang Yu’s army had already fallen into crisis. In the eleventh month, Xiang Yu led nearly 100,000 troops in a defeated retreat to the Gaixia area. After arriving at Gaixia, Xiang Yu and his senior generals Ji Bu and Zhong Limei all felt that the terrain at Gaixia was formidable and defensible, and so decided to build fortified encampments there, to hold their ground, rest and reorganize their forces, and restore their combat strength, in preparation for the decisive battle with the Han army at Gaixia. The Chu army, with Xiang Yu as commander-in-chief and Zuo Yin and Xiang Bo as staff advisors, with Ji Bu, Zhong Limei, Xiang Sheng, Xiang Guan, and Xiang Han serving as generals, had total strength of about 100,000 men. At this time, the general disposition of Xiang Yu’s forces was as follows: Ji Bu’s army was positioned in the area south and west of Gaixia; Zhong Limei’s forces were positioned in the area east and north of Gaixia; and Xiang Yu personally commanded the main force in the area surrounding Gaixia.

In preparing to advance on Gaixia, Han Xin made the following deployment: General Kong Xi commanded the left column, General Chen He the right column, while Han Xin personally commanded the main force in the central assault. Han Xin’s main army engaged first, but was repelled and withdrew. Under Xiang Yu’s leadership, the Chu forces fought bravely, repeatedly driving back the advancing Han troops. As Kong and Chen’s two armies took advantage of the moment when Xiang Yu was pursuing Han Xin’s forces to strike from both flanks, surrounding and squeezing Xiang Yu. Han Xin then counterattacked with his main force, decisively defeating the Chu army and forcing it back into its fortifications, forming a posture of encirclement on all sides.

Xiang Yu, leading the Chu forces, built fortified camps at Gaixia and faced off against the Han army; his troops were few and provisions exhausted, and the situation grew increasingly dangerous. For several days in a row, Xiang Yu could only order his officers and men to hold the camp and refrain from engaging in battle. After several days, his officers reported: “The three armies are out of grain, the war-horses have no fodder — better to take advantage of morale while it still holds and fight the Han forces to the death.” Xiang Yu did not heed them. After a few more days, the Han army’s momentum grew ever greater. At this point, several of Xiang Yu’s subordinate generals urged him to break out of the encirclement quickly, and Xiang Yu too came to believe this was the only sound course. He accordingly led his troops in a charge against the Han forces. His 100,000 men ultimately proved no match for Han Xin’s 300,000-strong army; Xiang Yu was unable to break through the encirclement and was forced to retreat, returning to the great camp at Gaixia. His 100,000-strong army was besieged at Gaixia, exhausted and out of provisions, at a complete loss for what to do.

Although the two sides had fought continuously, the Han army still found it difficult to decisively defeat the Chu forces. In order to defeat the Chu army as quickly as possible, Liu Bang adopted an “attack-the-heart” strategy centered on undermining the fighting will of the Chu troops. He had Chu soldiers who had surrendered and Han soldiers skilled at singing sing Chu folk songs and Chu ballads every night. At night, when Xiang Yu heard “songs of Chu on all sides,” he mistakenly believed that the land of Chu had already all fallen into Liu Bang’s hands, and, with the army’s provisions also about to run out, he led more than 800 mounted men in a breakout, fleeing south by night. Guan Ying led 5,000 cavalry in pursuit as far as Dongcheng (southeast of present-day Dingyuan, Anhui), where he once again surrounded Xiang Yu. Xiang Yu, leading only 28 horsemen, broke through the encirclement, fought with all his strength for some time, and then calmly took his own life at Wujiang (northeast of present-day Hexian, Anhui). The Chu army was completely wiped out, and Liu Bang unified the empire.




II. The Application of the “Songs of Chu on All Sides” Psychological-Warfare Technique

Although the Han forces at Gaixia outnumbered the Chu forces more than two to one, the Han army knew that the Hegemon-King Xiang Yu was fierce in battle and feared by none, and that defeating his 100,000-strong army by force alone would not be an easy matter. To avoid excessive casualties, Han Xin, in consultation with Zhang Liang, chose not to adopt a strategy of direct assault, but instead had the Han army sing folk songs of the state of Chu in chorus, in order to undermine the morale and fighting spirit of the Chu troops.

According to the “Gaixia Poems and Songs,” the “Songs of Chu on All Sides” were composed by Zhang Liang, and consisted of eight stanzas in total. Their themes were, roughly: the first lamented a soldier’s ten years away from home, parted from his parents, with his wife left alone to guard an empty chamber, and however fine the fields at home, who was left to tend them; the second described the deep autumn of the ninth month, frost spreading in all directions, the sky high and the water cold, wild geese crying in sorrow, and the hardship of garrison duty, with soldiers pacing restlessly night and day, laying down their armor and standing atop the hills; the third spoke of the sound of Chu’s soldiers scattering, that the singer could play the six-tone scale, that he was not one to indulge in fine wine at Danyang, nor was he one to sing idly in Yancheng, that this transcendent tune reached all the way to the ninth heaven, and that the autumn wind rose as the sun set; the fourth said that now that the state of Chu was already lost, where would you return to, that time waits for no one, swift as lightning, and that this song, sung out over three hundred characters, carried deep meaning in every word, urging the listener not to treat it lightly, but to take it to heart; the fifth spoke of this long night of reflection and self-examination, urging the men to scatter quickly to save their lives rather than wander in vain, asking whether Heaven had not already pronounced their fate, that they should know it and not remain confused; the sixth said that the King of Han was virtuous and would not kill those who surrendered, and that if they sorrowfully declared their true feelings and were released to freedom, before long they might see Xiang Yu’s men and horses all brought low; the seventh spoke of a white-haired father leaning at the gate, gazing until autumn’s end, of young children longing for their father until their hearts ached, of a homesick horse still yearning for its native land even in the wind, and asked, could a man wandering long from home ever truly forget it; and the eighth spoke of the day when, once battle was joined, men would die beneath the blade, flesh and bone turned to mud amid withered grass by the moat, their spirits drifting forlorn with nowhere to rest, their once-lofty ambitions in the end given over to a desolate mound.

To heighten the emotional impact of the music, Han Xin and Zhang Liang had a kite made of oxhide, with a bamboo flute attached to it, and, taking advantage of the night wind, flew it over the Chu camp, where they stationed a man skilled at the flute to play a tune expressing longing for home. At the same time, they ordered the troops besieging the Chu army to sing Chu songs in chorus, their voices rising together in mournful lament. The “songs of Chu on all sides” achieved three effects. First, it attacked the mind of the sovereign, influencing his decisions. After hearing the “songs of Chu on all sides,” Xiang Yu believed that the people of Chu had all surrendered to Han, and so, disregarding his 100,000-strong army, he took only 800 mobile, capable cavalry and fled, suffering heavy losses in the process. Second, it attacked the minds of the generals, shaking their resolve. After the Han army carried out its psychological attack through the “songs of Chu on all sides,” even generals such as Zhong Limei and Ji Bu, who had followed Xiang Wang for many years, suddenly changed their allegiance and abandoned him. Even Xiang Wang’s uncle, Xiang Bo, quietly defected to Zhang Liang. Third, it attacked the morale of the rank and file, dissolving their fighting spirit. After Xiang Yu’s soldiers heard the mournful Chu songs, they immediately felt an emotional resonance; homesickness and longing for wives and children welled up within them, and their fighting spirit vanished entirely. Under these circumstances, the Chu army’s combat effectiveness was greatly diminished, and defeat became unavoidable.

Besieged at Gaixia, with his troops few and provisions scarce, Xiang Yu found himself in a dire predicament. The troops holding the front-line encampment, every day at dusk when the fighting paused, heard Chu songs rising from all around; when the soldiers heard these songs of their native Chu, they saw reflected in them their own present circumstances, and it greatly affected their fighting resolve. It happened to be the depths of a bitterly cold winter at the time, and Xiang Yu, guarding his own encampment, was overcome with anxiety, unable to sleep at night. Deep in the night, all he could hear was the west wind rustling through the tree branches, and mixed in with the sound of the wind came the sound of singing. He walked out of his tent and listened carefully — the singing was coming from the Han camp, and the songs being sung were all the favorite songs of the people of Chu. Xiang Yu was greatly alarmed, believing that Liu Bang had already occupied the whole of Chu territory, and that he himself had reached the end of his road; he had no choice but to drink himself into a stupor in the military camp, singing a tragic, impassioned lament, and bidding farewell to his beloved Consort Yu. His eight thousand sons of Chu scattered entirely, and the army collapsed without a fight.




III. Commentary on the “Songs of Chu on All Sides” Psychological-Warfare Tactic

Analyzed from the perspective of modern psychology, the battle of Gaixia was a classic case in which the Han army achieved victory by breaking down the Chu army’s fighting will. Liu Bang’s Han army, through mass chorus singing, dealt a heavy blow to the morale of Chu’s officers and men (including their commander-in-chief Xiang Yu himself), reduced their own casualties, and hastened the arrival of victory in the battle. The “songs of Chu on all sides” caused the collapse of a 100,000-strong Chu army, achieving great results at minimal cost.


(1) Fully exploiting the effects of emotional resonance to attack the morale of the Chu forces

The Art of War states: “The morale of a whole army may be seized, and the mind of its commander may be seized. In the morning, spirits are keen; by midday, they begin to flag; by evening, they think only of returning to camp. Hence the skilled commander avoids the enemy when his spirit is keen, and strikes him when it is sluggish and inclined to return — this is the art of governing the spirit.” Zhang Yu commented: “Spirit is what one relies upon in battle. When men bear life within them and are roused to fight, even those who do not spare death act as they do because of their spirit. Hence, in the art of war, if one can stir one’s own officers and men to unite in anger, their onslaught becomes irresistible. Therefore, when the enemy arrives fresh, with keen spirit, one should hold firm and not engage, waiting for their spirit to grow weary before striking — this is how their keen spirit may be seized.” Napoleon likewise once said: three-quarters of an army’s fighting strength is made up of morale. Morale and the psychological state of officers and men cannot be separated. Emotion is a spiritual element that constitutes a unit’s combat effectiveness; the height of an army’s morale directly affects its fighting spirit, and affects the outcome of war. Under combat conditions, if a soldier’s desire to be in direct contact with his hometown and family cannot be satisfied, combined with the frequency of combat activity and the exhausted state of a soldier’s mind and body, it becomes extremely easy to trigger a debilitating, sorrowful emotion of longing for one’s native land. Once this emotion arises, under the intense stimulus of life-threatening danger, soldiers may develop a psychology of war-weariness and fear of death. In particular, this kind of negative emotion, under certain conditions, can spread rapidly like a contagious disease, often causing morale to collapse entirely. Throughout history, in China and abroad, famous generals have all treated the undermining of the enemy’s morale, and the boosting of their own troops’ morale, as an important part of strategic planning. In the Chu-Han decisive battle at Gaixia, Han Xin used the “songs of Chu on all sides” to attack the enemy’s mind and sap their morale, causing the already-desperate Chu army to lose its fighting will, and hastening the destruction of the Chu forces. First, this exploited the geographic origins of the Chu soldiers. The ancient Chinese military theorist Sun Tzu said: “On dispersive ground, do not fight; on light ground, do not linger.” This means that when the various lords are fighting within their own territory, it is not advisable to engage in battle there, because their soldiers, being close to home, lack the resolve to fight to the death, and, having somewhere to retreat to, will easily scatter and flee once fighting begins; and when the various lords have not penetrated deeply into enemy territory, it is not advisable to remain there for long, because the soldiers are not far from their own country. In the battle at Gaixia, at the time, Xiang Yu’s more than 100,000 troops were besieged at Gaixia, and the great majority of the Chu soldiers were natives of Chu. It was the eleventh month, the depths of winter, with bitter cold weather. Amid the siege, the Chu troops had thin clothing and bedding and scarce food, and their morale was extremely low. Han Xin took precise advantage of this feeling among the Chu troops of being “closer to home and thus more homesick,” causing them to lose their will to fight, achieving the goal of “the army need not fight, yet its advantage is preserved whole.” Second, this exploited Chu songs as a medium for spreading sorrowful, mournful sentiment. Music is an art form that uses organized musical sound to shape images and express thoughts and feelings. Although music can delight the ear and offer relaxation, at bottom it is deeply connected to the rise and fall, order and chaos, of the state. The Book of Rites: Record of Music divides music into three categories, saying: “The music of an age of good order is calm and joyful, for its governance is harmonious; the music of an age of chaos is resentful and angry, for its governance is perverse; the music of a doomed state is mournful, for its people are in distress.” It further states: “The way of sound is connected to governance.” The role of music in war is twofold: for oneself, it is a tool for rousing the spirit; against the enemy, it is a weapon of psychological warfare. Zhang Liang’s “songs of Chu on all sides” were filled with homesickness, longing for family, and thoughts of returning home, brimming with the bleak desolation of the battlefield, of frost, and of solitude, foreshadowing the bloodshed, sacrifice, defeat, and destruction that Chu’s army was about to face. This Chu song reflected the harm that prolonged warfare had brought to society and to families, depicting a vision of peace, rest from war, and reunion, and, in particular, the carefully crafted lines urging surrender gave Xiang Yu and his officers and men a powerful psychological suggestion. In this way, the songs drew the singers emotionally closer to the Chu soldiers, increasing the credibility of the songs’ content, making the Chu soldiers more inclined to trust and willing to listen to the songs. And once a negative emotional experience had been produced, the war-weariness and desire to lay down arms among the Chu troops surged and ran wild, achieving the effect of “emotion stirred within, taking form in speech without.” Han Xin also had his soldiers accompany the songs on bamboo flutes, the music following the singing in harmony, the flute’s tone as mournful as weeping, as plaintive as lament. This sorrowful melody stirred up in the Chu soldiers, upon hearing it, an unbidden welling of homesickness — thoughts of parents, of wives, of native soil arose spontaneously. Once homesickness had taken hold, and feelings for their children were likewise stirred, thoughts of life, death, sorrow, and joy struck like lightning at the hearts of Chu’s officers and men, and their fighting spirit vanished entirely. This achieved the goal, as described in the Wei Liaozi, “On Military Authority,” Chapter Four, of causing the Chu army’s “spirit to be lost and the troops to scatter, so that though their formation remained whole, it could no longer be put to use.” Third, this exploited the choral form of the singing to create a collective emotional resonance within the Chu army. Modern psychology holds that, under the stimulus of external influence, one person’s emotions and inner and outer emotional states can influence and infect others. This influence and contagion, giving rise to the same or similar emotional responses, is called emotional resonance. For the homesick sentiment that the Han army was spreading to have a damaging effect on the morale of the Chu troops, this emotion needed to spread to the army as a whole. How could this emotion be made to spread and expand throughout the Chu army? Han Xin and Zhang Liang adopted the form of “collective singing across the encirclement.” Although the majority of Han Xin’s soldiers were from Qi, Zhao, and Yan, some of Ying Bu’s Jiujiang troops were natives of the area near the Han River who could sing Chu songs. Han Xin and Zhang Liang made use of these Jiujiang soldiers who could sing Chu songs, along with some surrendered Chu soldiers, to teach the songs to the Han troops. Because Han Xin’s command of 300,000 Han troops had already encircled the 100,000-strong Chu army in layers, the numerous, previously trained Han officers and men joined in the nighttime chorus of Chu songs, giving the singing a power that shook men’s hearts, producing the effect of Chu songs sounding from all four directions at once. Han Xin and Zhang Liang sang mournfully of Chu’s demise, exploiting the bonds of parental love, the love of wives, and the desolation of fields left untended, to stir in the Chu officers and men a sudden longing for their homeland, sapping their heroic spirit, bringing about emotional resonance among them, and spreading this emotion throughout the entire army, creating among the Chu officers and men a mood of homesickness, war-weariness, and pessimistic despair. Under these circumstances, the fighting resolve of the Chu officers and men fell to its lowest point, their combat effectiveness fluctuated wildly, and defeat inevitably followed. Subsequent developments in the battle showed exactly this: the hearts of the Chu troops were indeed thrown into great disorder — first small groups of two or three men began deserting, and later entire units deserted en masse, refusing to fight further.



(2) Xiang Yu’s personal character allowed the “songs of Chu on all sides” stratagem to succeed with ease

The Art of War, “The Nine Variations” states: “There are five dangerous character flaws which may affect a general: recklessness, which leads to destruction; cowardice, which leads to capture; a quick temper, which can be provoked by insults; delicacy of honor, which is sensitive to shame; and over-solicitude for his men, which exposes him to worry and trouble. These five traits are serious faults in a general, and calamitous in the conduct of war. When an army is overthrown and its leader slain, the cause will surely be found among these five dangerous traits; they must be carefully considered.” A general’s five psychological weaknesses can be understood as follows: “recklessness, which leads to destruction” refers to a military commander who has courage in excess but lacks strategic judgment, fighting recklessly to the death, and thus easily lured into a trap by the enemy; “cowardice, which leads to capture” refers to a military commander who fears death and clings to life, who will inevitably become timid and hesitant in battle, and is easily captured, even bringing about the destruction of his entire army; “a quick temper, which can be provoked by insults” refers to a commander whose psychological state is unstable, whose emotions are volatile, who is prone to rage, and who cannot withstand provocation — any adverse stimulus from outside can set him off, and the enemy can achieve victory simply by attacking him psychologically; “delicacy of honor, which is sensitive to shame” refers to a military commander who pursues a reputation for integrity and is excessively proud, unable to bear humiliation — the enemy, by humiliating him, can cause him to lose his composure and fall into a trap; “over-solicitude for his men, which exposes him to worry and trouble” refers to a military commander who, in making decisions, is susceptible to interference from various factors, and in particular, out of excessive concern for his men, is prone to becoming entangled by various considerations, leading to mistaken decisions. In carrying out strategic psychological warfare against the Chu forces, the Han army, aiming precisely at the psychological weaknesses that the Hegemon-King Xiang Yu displayed — recklessness, a quick temper, and delicacy of honor — adopted specific tactical strategies targeted at these vulnerabilities, achieving the goal of subduing the enemy’s troops without fighting.

According to the Records of the Grand Historian, Xiang Yu was born into a family of generals, lost his mother at a young age, lacked affection and care from childhood, and as a youth studied both letters and swordsmanship, though he gave up halfway through out of impatience. This background determined that he would carry within himself a certain loneliness and suffering, laying down and accumulating character flaws that would be difficult to correct for the rest of his life. For instance, he possessed lofty ambitions but shallow vision; he was fond of vanity, and prone to a petty, complacent sense of self-satisfaction; he was always eager to act first and think later; he was excessive in cruelty and deficient in benevolence; and he lacked the broad-mindedness of a true sovereign, who is able to accept criticism with an open mind. These character traits, with their two-sided emotional nature, shaped the whole of Xiang Yu’s life, and determined that he was suited only to be a dashing, illustrious general, and did not possess the temperament of an emperor. In 1960, when Zhou Enlai was reviewing a program to be taken abroad on the general political rehearsal ground in Beijing, he offered a brilliant series of “six single remarks” evaluating the Peking opera Farewell My Concubine and the figure of Xiang Yu himself. When the opera depicted Xiang Yu, despite the unfavorable military situation, refusing to heed advice and resolving to go out and give battle, Zhou Enlai remarked: “One voice rules all.” When Xiang Yu returned to his private quarters, and Consort Yu urged him not to send troops out, to avoid falling into a trap, yet Xiang Yu said: “My mind is made up — tomorrow we march!” — Zhou Enlai remarked: “The head of the household [acting alone].” When Xiang Yu’s army marched alone deep into the ambush that Liu Bang had prepared, Zhou Enlai remarked: “Stubbornly going his own way.” When Xiang Yu was trapped at Gaixia, Zhou Enlai remarked: “At his wits’ end, with no plan left.” When Consort Yu prepared wine and Xiang Yu sang “The Hills I Uprooted,” Zhou Enlai remarked: “A single dirge of farewell.” When the opera reached the scene of the “songs of Chu on all sides,” with Han troops approaching and Consort Yu drawing her sword, Zhou Enlai remarked: “One defeat, and all is lost.” Sima Qian, in the Records of the Grand Historian, evaluated Xiang Yu thus: “He boasted of his own achievements and indulged his own cleverness, refusing to learn from the past, claiming the achievements of a hegemon-king, and seeking to conquer and govern the empire by force of arms alone; within five years he lost his state and died at Dongcheng, and even then he did not awaken to his own fault and blame himself — this was his error. Yet he cited ‘Heaven has destroyed me, it is no fault of my use of arms’ — how absurd is that!” In the battle of Gaixia, the reason the Han army’s “songs of Chu on all sides” proved so effective was inseparable from Xiang Yu’s own personal character.

Poor use of strategy. The Hegemon-King relied solely on personal valor and did not value military strategy; the moment he heard that the Han army was offering battle, he led his troops out to meet them, and was lured by Han Xin into a ten-sided ambush. When he heard the Chu songs at night, rather than perceiving with clear judgment and seeing through the Han army’s psychological-warfare tactic, he instead lost control of himself, fell into disarray, and even sought to drown his sorrows in wine. The Records of the Grand Historian, “Basic Annals of Xiang Yu” records: “The Hegemon-King’s army was walled in at Gaixia, his troops few and his provisions exhausted; the Han army and the forces of the various lords surrounded him in several encircling rings. At night, the Hegemon-King heard the Han army on all sides singing songs of Chu, and was greatly alarmed, saying: ’Has Han already conquered all of Chu?

Why are there so many men of Chu among them?’ ” Xiang Yu thereupon became restless and agitated, unable to focus on commanding his troops, and instead sat drinking and composing verses with his beloved Consort Yu. The lines “My strength plucked up mountains, my spirit surpassed the world; the times were against me, and Dapple runs no more. Dapple runs no more — what then can I do? And you, my Yu, my Yu — what will become of you?” were a true reflection of his state of mind at that moment. What the Hegemon-King loved most in life were, first, his black steed Dapple, and second, his beloved Consort Yu. Now besieged at Gaixia, expecting certain death, he found in his heart that he could not bear to part with his beautiful consort and his fine steed, and so he sang a tragic, impassioned lament, tears streaming down his face. Consort Yu, already aware of the meaning of the Hegemon-King’s song, likewise composed a verse on the spot: “The Han troops have already seized our land; songs of Chu resound on every side. My lord’s spirit and resolve are spent — how could your humble consort go on living!” Having spoken these words, she cut her own throat and died. After the two of them sang their sorrowful laments and Consort Yu took her own life, the officers and men around them wept and sighed, and morale sank even further. Xiang Yu, lacking the political resourcefulness to respond calmly to changing circumstances, was, under the conditions of the “songs of Chu on all sides,” unable to come up with a correct and reasonable strategy for withdrawing his troops.

Poor at rousing his troops. The Records of the Grand Historian, “Biography of the Marquis of Huaiyin” states: “Xiang Wang, when meeting others, is respectful and kind, gentle and warm in speech; if a man falls ill, he weeps and shares his own food and drink with him; yet when it comes to men who have rendered meritorious service and ought to be granted noble rank, he fingers the seal until its edges are worn smooth, unable to bear parting with it — this is what is called ‘the benevolence of a mere woman.’” This means that Xiang Yu, as a person, was rather warm-hearted and compassionate; when speaking with others he was affable, and if a subordinate fell ill he would go in tears to visit him. But when it came time to reward and promote a subordinate who had won merit in battle, he would hesitate and dither endlessly. At times, the seals of appointment would already be carved and ready, yet he would turn them over and over in his hands until the corners had worn smooth, still unable to bring himself to hand them over. This passage points to a fatal weakness in Xiang Yu as a great general — his utter lack of skill in “rousing his troops.” An army’s value lies in high morale, and high morale cannot be maintained without “rousing the troops.” Zhuge Liang once said: “In the way of employing troops, honor them with rank and enrich them with wealth, and there will be no soldier who does not come to you; treat them with courtesy and inspire them with trust, and there will be no soldier unwilling to die for you… reward without fail the smallest merit, and record without fail the smallest achievement, and there will be no soldier who does not respond to your encouragement.” The Wei Liaozi states: “Authority lies in unchanging consistency; kindness lies in adapting to circumstance.” What kind of incentive achieves what kind of effect, and what method should be used to motivate what kind of person, varies according to the person, the occasion, and the matter at hand. As a commander, Xiang Yu paid little attention to the question of how to rouse his troops’ morale after a defeat; relying solely on a passing display of womanly sentiment and “benevolence,” he was destined never to achieve the effect of “rousing the troops.” Facing a psychological assault from the enemy, he was likewise unable to mount an effective defense.

Unable to accept retreat. Besieged at Gaixia, with Consort Yu tragically dead, and seeing that all was lost, Xiang Yu took advantage of the night to lead 800 cavalry in a breakout, fleeing south to Wujiang (northeast of present-day Hexian, Anhui). The head of the Wujiang ferry post had prepared a boat and was waiting, and said to him: “Though the land east of the Yangtze is small, it spans a thousand li and has a population of several hundred thousand — it is enough to be king over. I urge Your Majesty to cross at once! I alone have a boat here; when the Han army arrives, they will have no way to cross.” Xiang Yu, feeling that his troops were defeated and his cause hopeless, with no face left to see the elders of Jiangdong again, refused to cross the river. He said to the ferry chief: “Heaven is destroying me — what use is there in crossing? Besides, I and eight thousand sons of Jiangdong crossed the river westward together; now not one returns with me. Even if the fathers and elders of Jiangdong were to take pity on me and make me their king, how could I face them? Even if they said nothing of it, could I myself feel no shame in my heart?” In his moment of adversity, Xiang Yu engaged in no self-reflection or self-restraint, lacking the endurance to bear humiliation and carry on, and in the end could only take his own life. The Tang dynasty poet Du Mu, in his poem “On the Wujiang Pavilion,” wrote lines to the effect that victory and defeat in war are never certain in advance, and that to bear shame and endure humiliation is the mark of a true man; that the talented sons of Jiangdong were many, and that, had he returned, who could say whether he might not have made a comeback. This is a rather objective evaluation of Xiang Yu’s inability, after defeat, to endure humiliation in hope of rising again and achieving great things in the future.

Failure to win the people’s hearts. Xiang Yu, being stubborn and self-assured, suspicious of talent and jealous of ability, and cruel by nature, brought about his own isolation, abandoned by his followers and estranged from his kin. In war he freely buried alive those who surrendered, plundered women, and burned cities and towns, greatly alienating the people’s hearts and provoking popular resentment, gradually placing himself in a position of unprecedented political isolation. For instance, when he crossed the Huai River after his defeat and fled south, he had, by the end, only just over a hundred horsemen left with him. When he reached Yinling (northwest of present-day Dingyuan, Anhui), he lost his way, and asked an old farmer for directions. The old farmer, recognizing Xiang Yu and long resentful of his cruelty, deliberately deceived him, saying: “Go left.” Xiang Yu went left, and fell into a great marsh, only then realizing he had been tricked. In truth, Xiang Yu’s defeat was, to a certain extent, connected to the fact that his measures and policies did not accord with the wishes and demands of the people.



(3) The Han army’s thorough preparations laid a solid foundation for the implementation of psychological warfare

The Han army had a thorough grasp of the detailed circumstances of the Chu army. Understanding and grasping the psychological state of one’s adversary is the prerequisite for carrying out psychological defense and attack. Looking at how the Han army carried out its psychological attack of the “songs of Chu on all sides” at Gaixia, they had a very clear understanding of their opponent’s basic political, economic, and military situation, customs and habits, the state of mind of officers and men, troop composition, internal and external relationships, and even the individual character traits, tastes, and specialties of the commanders. In the battle of Gaixia, Liu Bang appointed Han Xin as commander-in-chief of the Han army. Before returning his allegiance to Han, Han Xin had served as a minor official holding the halberd under Xiang Yu’s command, and was thus extremely familiar with Xiang Yu’s character traits and with conditions within the Chu army. For instance, Han Xin had a clear understanding of the composition of the Chu army’s personnel, knowing that the Chu ranks were made up largely of men from the Chu region, and accurately anticipated the sense of isolation and loneliness that would afflict the besieged troops. It was on this basis that, targeting the psychological weakness of the Chu officers and men who were far from home and longed intensely for it, Han Xin, drawing on the customs, culture, and way of life of the Chu region, through repeated chanting and singing of Chu songs, conveyed messages from the relatives and friends of Chu soldiers, and word of anti-war sentiment, prompting the Chu troops to develop feelings of homesickness and war-weariness, intensifying their sorrowful emotions, and undermining enemy morale. Han Xin then used many further methods, widely publicizing how well the Han army treated Chu soldiers who surrendered — that captives would not be beaten, scolded, killed, or humiliated, that the wounded would receive prompt medical treatment; how they would offer favorable material treatment to those who came over to their side; how they would grant freedom to Chu soldiers who returned to Han, and use those who had been won over to teach Han soldiers to sing Chu songs, and so on. Han Xin also sent Li Zuoche to conduct espionage activities, to drive a wedge between Xiang Yu and his subordinates, sowing discord, and disrupting Xiang Yu’s morale. He also sent men to spread false intelligence, sabotaging Xiang Yu’s strategic deployments. For instance, when the Chu army was besieged at Gaixia, Xiang Yu’s uncle Xiang Bo, already bought off by the Han army, urged Xiang Yu to make a night patrol of the Chu camp, so that Xiang Yu would hear the Chu songs rising from all sides and lose his fighting resolve. Sure enough, upon hearing these songs, Xiang Yu was greatly alarmed, and said: “Could it be that the Han army has already seized all the territory of Chu? Why else would there be so many men of Chu among them?” This state of affairs caused Xiang Yu deep anxiety, added to his psychological burden, and led him to drink himself into sorrow deep into the night in his encampment.

The Han army maintained powerful military pressure throughout. Military strength is the decisive force in ultimately winning a war. In the battle of Gaixia, the balance of fighting strength between the two sides was extremely lopsided. Liu Bang held superior numbers, with total troop strength reaching five to six hundred thousand, while Xiang Yu’s total strength was only about 100,000. In terms of morale, Liu Bang’s army had just won the victory at Chenggao, growing more emboldened with each battle, and their spirits were high. Moreover, once the treaty had been signed, Xiang Yu had returned Liu Bang’s father and wife, whom he had captured during the battle of Pengcheng, leaving him with no remaining leverage over Liu Bang. Liu Bang, for his part, had no remaining scruples, and was free to stake everything on an all-out gamble. For this reason, from the very outset of the battle of Gaixia, the Han army launched a powerful offensive, seeking to leverage an extremely direct military deterrent to first crush the Chu army’s confidence militarily. It then followed up with the “ten-sided ambush,” maintaining military deterrence as the key element in carrying out psychological warfare, doing everything possible to flaunt its own overwhelming military strength before the Chu army, undermining the enemy’s will to fight. This dealt an enormous blow to the morale of the Chu troops, causing them to fall into a state of panic, producing collective psychological turmoil, and leading them to conclude early on that their doom was inevitable, thereby achieving the psychological-warfare goal of causing loss of fighting will, voluntary surrender, or defection.

The Han army’s logistical support was ample. In October 203 BC, upon hearing that Chenggao had fallen, Xiang Yu turned his army back westward to relieve it. Liu Bang, relying on defensible terrain, held firm, controlled the granaries, kept his troops strong and well-fed, and, resting while the enemy labored, held firm and refused to engage in battle. Xiang Yu, after repeatedly fighting east and west, grew exhausted and his strength depleted, and, compounded by continual harassment from Peng Yue’s forces to his rear, was unable to obtain sufficient logistical resupply; his troops grew weary and their provisions ran out, and he gradually lost his military advantage. After this, Han Xin’s forces ranged freely through Chu’s strategic heartland, launching a large-scale sweep through the granaries of Huainan and Huaibei, dealing Xiang Yu a fatal blow. Because Chu could not obtain timely resupply from the rear, it found the situation impossible to sustain. In the battle of Gaixia, in terms of supply, Xiang Yu’s troops were low on provisions, and his capital city of Pengcheng, situated in a strategically exposed position, had already been occupied by Han Xin in the early stages of the fighting, cutting off his supply lines entirely. Liu Bang, meanwhile, after seizing the area within the passes (Guanzhong), went on to capture Hedong, Henan, and Hanei; making use of this favorable geographic position, he was able, in the course of the fighting, to draw on a steady stream of resupply from Guanzhong, forming a major strategic advantage in military affairs. He was thus able both to advance and to retreat, placing himself in an invincible position. Because Liu Bang attached great importance to matters of military logistics, he possessed the capacity to sustain a protracted war; Xiang Yu, by neglecting military logistical resupply, was forced, in the course of a prolonged war of attrition, to continually pay for tactical victories at the cost of depleting his own strength. This gave rise to a peculiar scene at the battle of Gaixia: those cold, hungry soldiers trapped within the Chu camp, keeping time to the rhythm of Chu folk songs and music, walking step by step toward the Han army’s campfires, which symbolized warmth and full stomachs…





Chapter 112: German “Fifth Column” Psychological-Warfare Operations in World War II

(1939 – 1945)

As the chief culprit behind the Second World War, Hitler at one point stunned Europe and the world. Part of the reason for this lay not only in his “blitzkrieg,” but also in the great importance he placed on psychological warfare and his skillful use of it. Hitler said quite bluntly: “Before war has even broken out, finding ways to make the enemy collapse psychologically first — this is the problem that interests me most,” and “there exists a broad-based strategy that makes use of psychological weapons…” Hitler can be said to have been the first head of state to boldly analyze and successfully apply psychological warfare. During the Second World War, Hitler personally planned and carried out a series of psychological-warfare operations. The “Fifth Column” that the Nazis so carefully cultivated was an important force in carrying out these psychological-warfare operations, providing powerful support for Germany’s war of aggression, and even after the war it continued to exert a long-term negative influence on the political landscape of a number of countries. In future wars, how to defend against an enemy’s psychological offensive and strengthen psychological resilience is a strategic question that our military’s senior and mid-level commanders cannot avoid, and must find ways to properly address.




I. Basic Situation of the Fifth Column

The “Fifth Column” is a general term for enemy agents who infiltrate progressive organizations to carry out sabotage activities, helping reactionary and counter-revolutionary forces achieve victory from within. This term first appeared during the period of Spain’s people’s national-revolutionary war from 1936 to 1939. In the autumn of 1936, General Mola led rebel forces advancing on Madrid, the Spanish capital. When a reporter asked which of the four columns of troops under General Mola’s command would be the one to capture Madrid, the general answered that none of the four columns would do so, because the city was about to fall into the hands of their “fifth column,” already within the city. The “fifth column” he referred to consisted of the Trotskyists, spies, and saboteurs who were carrying out sabotage activities to undermine the Popular Front in the rear areas of the Republic. During the Second World War, the various countries’ agents who helped fascist German forces occupy Western nations likewise came to be called “fifth columns.”

After the First World War, Germany began rebuilding its preparations in the area of psychological warfare. Some leaders and theorists believed that, since institutions of spiritual mobilization had not been affected by the disarmament provisions of the Treaty of Versailles, propaganda had come to replace military considerations as the preferred weapon of politics. After Hitler became chancellor on January 30, 1933, he pushed forward psychological-warfare operations with even greater urgency, establishing a number of dedicated institutions. In addition to the orthodox institutions of German military intelligence and the German foreign ministry, four political institutions were also established: the Nazi Party’s Foreign Organization (Auslandsorganisation), the Nazi Party’s Foreign Policy Office, the headquarters for ethnic Germans abroad (Volksdeutsche Mittelstelle), and the security service (Sicherheitsdienst). These four institutions laid a solid organizational foundation for the Nazi German state to carry out its public-opinion warfare and psychological-warfare operations.

In 1934, the Nazi Party’s Foreign Organization was formally established, with its primary task being to lead the organization of German nationals living abroad into National Socialist associations. The Nazi Party’s Foreign Organization developed rapidly. According to statistics, at the start of 1933, the Foreign Organization had only 3,300 members; by June 30, 1937, the Foreign Organization had 30,203 members; and by March 31, 1939 (five months before the outbreak of war), it already had 30,273 members. By 1939, there were branches or groups of six or more members in more than 500 locations abroad, and the Foreign Organization’s Berlin headquarters had 700 staff members, averaging one staff member for every 75 party members.

Among the German nationals living in various countries, the proportion belonging to the Foreign Organization was as follows: 2% in Brazil, 3% in Switzerland, 4% in Norway and Argentina, 6% in the Netherlands, 9% in Chile, and 12% in Luxembourg, and 15% in Poland. In Denmark, there were roughly 30,000 ethnic Germans residing in North Schleswig. A National Socialist party organization was established there in 1932. By the end of 1938, many economic and cultural organizations of the ethnic German minority had been established under the central organization of the ethnic German minority group, with roughly 2,000 members, under the control of the North Schleswig German Nazi Party. In Argentina, by the late 1930s, there were about 102 Nazi organizations with 40,000 party members; in Buenos Aires alone, 400 Nazi party branches were active. In Poland, by 1938 there were roughly 13,000 German nationals, most of whom lived in the western provinces of Poland and in Galicia. Of these, 1,800 were members of local groups belonging to the Nazi Party’s Foreign Organization, with more than 3,000 organized party members. The “League of Polish Germans,” established in August 1938, maintained close contact with the ethnic German minority bureau (a Nazi Party liaison office in Berlin). The Breslau office of German military intelligence had established secret organizations of the ethnic German minority in many towns across eastern Upper Silesia, with a combined membership of 1,200.

In the space of just six or seven years, Germany had built up an entire fifth column. The establishment of this fifth column was advantageous for the German Nazi Party in uniting all German-speaking peoples to struggle for the realization of its program, and in controlling the political and spiritual life of German-speaking peoples. Some scholars have commented that the fifth column consisted of the fighters who were, politically, the most steadfast in their loyalty to Hitler, and possessed the strongest capability for propaganda warfare and psychological warfare. In August 1938, Bohle, head of the Nazi Party’s Foreign Organization within the German foreign ministry, spoke of this force openly and with pride, saying: “They have already become intimate followers of National Socialism and of its Führer.” Clearly, whether viewed as a mass movement or as a united front, the fifth column was a force that could not be ignored.




II. Principal Activities of the Fifth Column

Before the outbreak of Germany’s war of aggression, fifth-column members used legal or illegal means to engage in armed struggle, espionage, and sabotage activities, indirectly assisting the aggressors. After the outbreak of Germany’s war of aggression, fifth-column members directly assisted the aggressors both during and after combat operations. Their principal activities included the following areas:


(1) Acting as spies and supplying intelligence

Large-scale espionage activity was an important task of the fifth column. They worked tirelessly to gather political, economic, and military intelligence on the countries in the East, stealing top-secret material. The Hague’s air-defense commander found a document in the wreckage of a German transport plane that had crashed in the city center. Among the contents was a sketch map marking a shortcut from a certain airfield to the royal palace. The document also contained an order, part of which read: “In the combat zone, German nationals holding special orders have already prepared for action, and carry identification papers. Our army must provide whatever support they require. Detailed instructions on this matter must be given.” The “identities” of fifth-column members took many forms. Besides those operating under the legitimate cover of “diplomat,” some posed as businessmen, journalists, staff of international organizations, or delegates attending international conferences; some disguised themselves as sailors, or posed as scientists or travelers on temporary business trips; and some disguised themselves as missionaries or clergy to carry out espionage activities, probing for information on enemy troop strength, airfield locations, and combat-readiness timing. Before Germany’s assault on the Danish port of Gedser, it dispatched a German military officer disguised as an ordinary passenger to make a round trip by ferry. Using his eyes and binoculars, this officer conducted reconnaissance of Gedser. He reported back to Berlin that Denmark gave off an impression of being unguarded, casual, and almost bustling with carefree activity. Upon receiving this intelligence, Germany swiftly drew up and carried out its military operation against that port. Four weeks after the German massacre of Jews in Sweden (November 10, 1838 [sic]), Sweden’s foreign minister disclosed that German companies operating in Sweden were working to exclude Jews from economic life. Moreover, some were secretly gathering intelligence on the capital structure and staffing of Jewish-owned companies. This kind of commercial-intelligence activity was also underway in the Netherlands, Belgium, and Switzerland.

Besides stealing military secrets of the countries they intended to invade, pilfering various kinds of technical intelligence, and engaging in activities opposing Western European unity, these spies also drew up operational plans to coordinate with German military planning, preparing to sabotage transportation systems, electrical facilities, communication facilities, and water-supply systems when necessary. In Denmark, the director of the German expatriates’ club sent every member a survey form, asking how many private cars, motorcycles, and trucks each had available for use, and even including questions such as: “Do you own a typewriter, and can you take shorthand?” In Nazi coded slang, “typewriter” referred to firearms, and “shorthand” referred to shooting. This survey form also contained questions about “Denmark’s lighthouses, their locations and staffing, and the easiest ways to approach them,” among other things.

Records show that from 1935 to 1938, Poland tried roughly 300 espionage cases, while in the six months from March to August 1939 alone, this number rose to more than 600. This shows that, in the final months before the invasion, espionage activity was carried out with frantic intensity. A number of secret radio transmitters were set up in Poland. Some transmitters were hidden “inside the tomb of a well-known businessman,” “in the home of a Protestant pastor,” and even “inside a hollow tree trunk.” According to statistics, in the Polish Corridor alone, there were 15 shortwave radio stations.



(2) Spreading rumors to trigger social instability

Rumors are false information deliberately fabricated by those with ulterior motives, in order to confuse and mislead the public. Rumors can cause popular sentiment to grow restless, cause nervous tension, disrupt an enemy’s will to resist and its operational plans, and can even affect the entire course of a war and cause its psychological defenses to collapse. Spreading rumors is one of the most common forms of propaganda used in war. During the Second World War, spreading rumors was an important form of fifth-column activity, and nearly every country involved in the war suffered severely from German rumor-mongering.

On September 1, 1939, Germany launched its blitzkrieg against Poland. Accompanying the military assault was the spread of a great many rumors. Some said that Germans were dropping poisoned chocolates, cigarettes, and children’s balloons filled with poison gas from airplanes, that Germans were scattering tobacco leaves poisoned with nicotine on pastureland so that livestock would refuse to eat the grass and starve to death, and so on. Panic began to spread across Poland. In May 1940, during its invasion of the Netherlands, Germany brought its psychological-warfare tactics of misleading rumors and spiritual conquest to an extreme degree. At dawn on May 10, Germany first infiltrated Dutch territory using special forces disguised as police, railway workers, and ordinary citizens, to sabotage and attack key bridges, while dropping small paratrooper units deep into Dutch territory, seizing a number of airfields and strategic points. This sudden attack caused extreme tension and unease among the Dutch population. Rumors spread rapidly. It was said that prominent public figures, such as the general manager of the Royal Dutch Airlines and the postmaster general, had been discovered to be traitors; that leaders of the Dutch government had already fled; that people of standing in society had been assassinated; that Germans had landed on the North Sea coast; that Dutch hand grenades were filled with sand rather than explosives; that permanent fortifications had collapsed after being struck by just a single artillery shell, because of poor-quality concrete; that people should watch for German soldiers wearing Dutch military uniforms “but without puttees,” and should shoot on sight any vehicle bearing a special license plate; and so on. These rumors left people uncertain what to believe, and the entire country was enveloped in an atmosphere of fear and unease, with everyone suspicious of everyone else and living in a state of anxiety. On May 12, a shocking piece of news spread through Amsterdam, the Dutch capital: the city’s police-alarm system had been sabotaged, and residents would have no way of knowing the dangers around them. This particular rumor was an outstanding piece of work by fifth-column members — it broke out almost simultaneously in every district of Amsterdam and spread like wildfire. Although it was entirely fabricated, it did serious damage to public morale. It was also rumored that fifth columnists were going around distributing poisoned chocolate and cigarettes, that meat and drinking water had been poisoned, and that many cities had already been entirely destroyed. After Germany occupied the Netherlands, news reports and rumors about the fifth column quickly spread to France as well. The Paris press reported that 200 German paratroopers disguised in British military uniforms had already infiltrated France. This was quickly followed by bizarre rumors such as “German paratroopers have landed in a Paris park” and “children have died from eating poisoned chocolate,” and France became filled everywhere with unease and fear.



(3) Participating in military operations, coordinating with the main assault

When German forces advanced on Poland, fifth columnists lying in wait within Poland burst into action — some posing as Polish soldiers to infiltrate and seize military strongpoints along the border, others rushing into Polish command posts to seize radio-communication equipment, issue false orders, and throw the Polish command system into disarray. Among them, 400 men, before Germany’s regular forces had even arrived, had already seized the city of Katowice from Polish hands. A small group of German soldiers, relying on ethnic German minority members familiar with the local terrain, seized the mines, factories, and power stations of the Upper Silesian industrial region. In Katowice, some thirty or forty ethnic German minority members wore armbands bearing swastika insignia, and attempted to incite a rebellion. Some among the ethnic German minority who had joined the Polish army refused to resist German forces, and even deserted. Among them there was a secret code: under no circumstances were they to fire on Germans, and they were to get themselves captured as quickly as possible.

Some fifth-column assault teams took part directly in combat. They prevented Polish forces from destroying bridges and roads, engaged in guerrilla warfare, and cut off Polish communication lines. In Belgium, German airborne troops, with the coordination of the fifth column, captured Fort Eben-Emael on the Liège defense line in a mere 34 hours. This fortress controlled key points along the Meuse River and the Albert Canal, and its fortifications were considered even stronger than the Maginot Line, regarded as “the most impregnable fortification in Europe.” German forces successfully crossed the Meuse River and, on May 17, occupied Brussels, the Belgian capital.

Fifth columnists also served as guides and helped German forces clear obstacles, among other activities. In Denmark, a German detachment sailed a torpedo boat and two minesweepers into a harbor for a landing, using a railway employee as a guide to storm into a still-sleeping town, and seized the port fortress on the eastern coast of Funen Island. Some signaled from military targets and airborne landing zones, guiding German aircraft bombing runs and paratrooper drops. Some marked rooftops, using special-colored paint on chimneys, arranging haystacks into unusual shapes, mowing their fields in prearranged patterns, and shaping their farmland into particular forms, to set up landmarks for the German air force. Others helped clear trees and rocks blocking roads, and assisted in repairing damaged bridges, to facilitate the German advance.





III. Assessment of Fifth-Column Operations

Hitler’s use of the fifth column to carry out a broad and sustained series of propaganda and psychological-warfare activities not only provided enormous support for the implementation of conventional military operations, but also, at the strategic level and at the level of the belligerent countries’ popular morale, struck a blow against the will to resist of both the leadership and the broad ranks of the military and civilian population of the countries at war. This was an extremely successful public-opinion-warfare and psychological-warfare operation, and holds important value for our own future operations as a subject for reference and study.


(1) Diverse operations, covering a broad scope

In terms of nature, fifth-column activities can be divided into two types: peacetime activities and wartime activities. Peacetime activities involved pro-German or pro-Nazi propaganda, and supplying commercial, industrial, and political intelligence. Wartime activities mainly involved assisting German military operations, including occupying strategic points, reinforcing airborne units, organizing espionage activities and carrying out sabotage behind enemy lines, and using false orders and false reports to sow confusion among enemy troops and the civilian population.

In terms of domains, fifth-column activities can be divided into political activities, military activities, cultural activities, and so on. The fifth column’s political activities mainly involved establishing pro-Nazi social organizations and groups, and cultivating pro-Nazi leaders and influence. They adopted the symbols of the German Nazi Party — high boots, brown shirts, and the swastika. Sweden’s National Socialist Party, Denmark and the Netherlands’ National Socialist parties, France’s Breton fascist party, Britain’s Imperial Fascist League, Hungary’s National Socialist Party, and Romania’s “Iron Guard” all fanatically held demonstration marches under the swastika banner. In terms of ideology, Germany, through its embassies and legations abroad, diplomatic missions, financial institutions, publishing houses, radio broadcasts, schools, and organizations, actively carried out propaganda activities, and used these institutions as centers for espionage activities. At the same time, the presence of large numbers of German emigrants created an atmosphere favorable to Nazi infiltration; the Nazis exploited their sense of ethnic identity to widely propagate Hitler’s ideology of “Greater German ambition,” establishing various organizations, developing Nazi party members, and carrying out secret activities, turning them into the foundation of the fifth column. More than 1,500 newspapers outside Germany commented with evident sympathy on Hitler’s diplomatic achievements. Among the German-language schools abroad (there were more than 5,000 in 1935), many faculty members instilled in their students an attitude of reverence for and loyalty to the Führer.



(2) Coordinated with military operations, with clear effect

Hitler once said: we will have sufficient volunteer forces, and our National Socialist stormtroopers can be relied upon, ready to sacrifice themselves at any moment. We can transport them by air, transporting not only personnel but also weapons. No Maginot Line can stand against us. Our strategy is to destroy the enemy from within, conquering them by means of their own people. During the Second World War, German forces consistently combined psychological warfare closely with conventional military operations, adopting flexible and varied methods and means of operation, seeking the greatest military benefit, and dealing heavy blows to the countries they invaded. The fifth column either recruited supporters to supply military necessities, or used the target country’s own uniforms to deceive the enemy during an assault, or took part in operations dressed as civilians. With the close coordination of powerful psychological warfare and firepower, Nazi Germany achieved its goal of “blitzkrieg.”

On May 10, 1940, Germany launched its assault on the Netherlands. The German high command’s objective was to take the southern part of the country using armored and infantry divisions, while simultaneously threatening Belgium from a closer position — this was part of the overall western offensive. To achieve this goal, it was necessary to attack and seize the bridges spanning the Maas and Waal rivers. At dawn that day, from Nijmegen to Arnhem, nearly every bridge came under attack from people disguised in ordinary civilian clothing and in the uniforms of Dutch mounted police, military police, and railway workers. The fifth column worked in close coordination with German paratroopers, opening fire on Dutch soldiers and related personnel, throwing the entire Netherlands into panic and chaos. Under the immense pressure of rumors, Dutch civilians and soldiers found it difficult to distinguish friend from foe, and turned on each other; their psychological defenses collapsed first, causing the entire military defense line to become hollow and ineffective. The garrison commander of Rotterdam was the first to lay down arms, and that same day, the commander-in-chief of the Dutch armed forces ordered the entire army to cease resistance; the following day, the formal instrument of surrender was signed. In just five days, the Netherlands had fallen.

In the course of occupying Norway, at dawn on April 9, 1940, German forces landed at Oslo Fjord, while airborne troops pushed toward the city from a nearby airfield, and, with the coordination of Quisling’s collaborators, occupied the capital, Oslo, by evening. The country’s other major ports were likewise occupied by German forces one after another. Germany also made use of Quisling’s collaborators to carry out various acts of sabotage, ordering fortresses and warships to surrender, providing favorable conditions for Germany’s invasion and rapid victory.

In May 1940, as Germany advanced on France, it made use of the fifth column lying in wait within French territory, and widely carried out rumor-propaganda activities. Every time bombs fell on a French village, fifth columnists would appear to frighten the local people, saying: “Better flee now — before long this village will be completely destroyed.” The local people, terrified by these rumors, fled their villages one after another, and the roads were jammed with crowds of refugees. The Paris press also published all manner of terrifying reports, and unease spread everywhere. French soldiers’ morale sank, and they saw enemies in every bush and tree. Rumors not only undermined and dissolved France’s military strength, but also caused the French people’s psychological defenses to collapse without a fight.



(3) Psychological damage, with far-reaching effects

As an important force in psychological warfare, the fifth column brought profound effects to the countries at war, effects that were both wide-ranging and long-lasting. During the Second World War, in order to deal with the potential threat of the fifth column, various countries adopted many measures, some of which were excessive — such as expelling German nationals from the country, and banning organizations of the ethnic German minority. Many innocent German nationals suffered persecution, and many people were deprived of their freedom on mere suspicion of fifth-column sympathies. In 1940, the Netherlands carried out mass arrests nationwide; hundreds of homes were searched, soldiers crawled into cellars and climbed onto rooftops searching for fifth columnists, and anyone suspicious was sent to the police station. Originally, the plan had been to arrest only 800 people in Amsterdam, but in the end, more than 60,000 were arrested. Prisons and detention centers were filled beyond capacity, and not a few people were shot while being transported into custody. In Paris, people of German descent were sent to detention camps without exception; the police made arrests everywhere, and within a single week more than 2,000 hotels were searched, more than 60,000 people were questioned, and large numbers of military officers were discharged from the army.

The activities of the fifth column caused psychological panic among the populations of the countries at war. From 1939 to 1941, whenever Germany began a new act of aggression, the people of the country under attack or threat would first believe that there were large numbers of enemy agents among them, that these agents had been living among them for a long time, and that they themselves would become victims of this new assault. Most people developed an intense feeling of fear. This sense of fear was psychologically very difficult to bear, vague and elusive, with no way of knowing when specific disaster or misfortune might strike. Actual combat experience showed that, under fifth-column assault, an atmosphere of terror spread throughout the belligerent countries, leading to psychological collapse among the broad masses of the population.

The active cultivation of a “fifth column” was also adopted for reference by the Allied powers. In the early period of the Second World War, the fifth column, as a special force for psychological warfare, played an important role. As the war progressed, the Allied powers too began to use this kind of force and this kind of method against Nazi Germany. Churchill himself believed that wartime strategy took many forms — some applied on the battlefield, others applied on the flanks or in the rear, combined at the same time with strategies of timing, diplomacy, technique, and psychology. Britain applied this method to protect the most difficult and dangerous of all operations, “Operation Neptune.” “Neptune” was the code name for the Allied landing on the Normandy coast of France in the spring of 1944. For “Neptune” to succeed, Allied headquarters needed a detailed understanding of German strength and deployments on the far side of the Atlantic, and needed to know Hitler’s intentions in advance. Intelligence from the “Black Orchestra” became an important source for British intelligence services and the American Office of Strategic Services. The “Black Orchestra” was a group made up of German military officers, aimed at overthrowing Hitler and the Third Reich from within; even Wilhelm Canaris, head of the German intelligence service (the Abwehr), was a member of this organization. The “Black Orchestra” continually supplied important operational intelligence to Allied high command, paving the way for the success of Operation Neptune.

The fifth column also became, after the war, a pretext for persecuting Communist Party members and progressive groups in some countries. After the Second World War ended, a series of Communist coups and uprisings occurred one after another in Greece and Eastern European countries, deeply convincing Western nations that an international communist-organized fifth column was doing everything in its power to undermine them. American Senator Joseph McCarthy exploited this fear that people held of the fifth column, inciting the public to support his search for Communist Party members and Communist sympathizers among American writers, artists, politicians, civil servants, and others. The American government enacted the McCarran Act and the Mundt Act, stipulating that Communist Party members were not permitted to hold passports for traveling abroad, that Communist Party mail and propaganda materials had to be submitted to government review, that members of communist organizations were not permitted to hold positions in labor unions, and were not permitted to work at defense-related enterprises. McCarthyism’s wanton persecution of Communist Party members and progressive figures, and the support it received from American society, was inseparable from the fear people held toward the fifth column.





Chapter 113: The Use of the “Suiyuan Method” during the War of Liberation

(November 1948 – September 1949)

During the War of Liberation, our army made extensive use of psychological-warfare methods to win over Nationalist officers and soldiers to surrender and induce entire units to rise in revolt, hastening the advance of the Chinese revolution toward victory. Among these episodes, the use of the “Suiyuan1 method” to resolve the question of Guisui was of particularly exemplary significance. The “Suiyuan method” was a peaceful, bloodless means of resolving the conflict, an approach that patiently waited for the adversary to come to awareness on their own and voluntarily “lay down the butcher’s knife and become a Buddha on the spot,” and represented a further development of the strategy of “subduing the enemy’s troops without fighting.” This case stands as a shining example of Mao Zedong’s innovative political and strategic guidance, and a shining example of the successful application of psychological warfare by our army. Studying this case will deepen our understanding and appreciation of Mao Zedong’s strategic thought, his thinking on stratagem, and his military thought.






1. Suiyuan (often abbreviated as “Sui”) was one of China’s administrative provinces from the late 1920s to the early 1950s. Its territory lay in the central part of present-day Inner Mongolia, with its provincial capital at Guisui (present-day Hohhot).





I. Historical Background

In the autumn of 1948, the War of Liberation entered the stage of strategic decisive battles. The Chinese People’s Liberation Army launched its autumn offensive, concentrating superior forces and beginning to annihilate the Nationalist army’s heavy troop concentrations in successive stages, region by region. From September 12 to November 2, the Northeast Field Army fought the Liao-Shen Campaign, annihilating more than 470,000 troops of the Wei Lihuang group and liberating the whole of the Northeast. From November 6 to January 10 of the following year, the East China and Central Plains field armies fought the Huai-Hai Campaign, annihilating more than 550,000 troops of the Liu Zhi group and liberating the vast territory north of the middle and lower reaches of the Yangtze River. From November 29 to January 31 of the following year, the Northeast Field Army and the North China Field Army launched the Beiping-Tianjin Campaign, together annihilating and reorganizing more than 520,000 troops of the Fu Zuoyi group. The Nationalists’ reactionary rule fell into total collapse.

The great victory of the Three Great Campaigns shook the Nationalist party and government to their core, and likewise shook the Nationalist military and political personnel in Suiyuan. At this point, the North China region still had areas not yet liberated, including Taiyuan and Datong in Shanxi Province, and Guisui and Baotou. The chairman of the Nationalist Suiyuan provincial government, Dong Qiwu, who also served as director of the Guisui command post of the North China “Bandit Suppression” headquarters, led the Nationalist 9th Army Group headquarters, the 1st Army headquarters, the 310th, 258th, and 228th divisions, the 7th Independent Division, and other units — eight divisions in total, along with the 12th and 13th cavalry brigades and the 5th and 11th cavalry brigades — eight brigades in total, together with security forces, totaling 65,000 men, deployed respectively in the Guisui and Baotou areas. The peaceful liberation of Beiping had an enormous impact on the Nationalist military and political authorities in Suiyuan. Under the influence of General Fu Zuoyi’s righteous uprising, Dong Qiwu and others came to advocate taking the path of peaceful resolution, though some also advocated withdrawing westward, and a very small number advocated holding their ground by force.




II. The Proposal and Implementation of the “Suiyuan Method”

The Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party’s initial idea for resolving the Suiyuan question was likewise to use peaceful means. During the Beiping-Tianjin Campaign, when Fu Zuoyi negotiated with our army, he put forward a four-point proposal for “resolving Beiping, Tianjin, Tanggu, and Suiyuan all at once.” The Central Military Commission held that, although Beiping, Tianjin, Tanggu, and Suiyuan should all be resolved, the hardships faced by the people of Tanggu and Suiyuan were still relatively minor, whereas the hardships faced by the people of Beiping and Tianjin were extremely severe, with the two armies facing off against each other and both troops and civilians facing extreme difficulty in obtaining food; therefore, the questions of Beiping and Tianjin should be resolved swiftly. It further made clear that, once the matters of Beiping and Tianjin had been fully dealt with, the same approach could then be applied to resolve the questions of Tanggu and Suiyuan. On January 16, 1949, during the third round of Beiping peace talks, Nie Rongzhen explained to Fu Zuoyi’s representative the Chinese Communist Party’s preliminary thinking on resolving the Suiyuan question: if the peaceful liberation of Beiping could be successfully completed, the Suiyuan question would become easier to discuss, and a more moderate approach would be adopted there, to be resolved at a later stage.

On February 12, 1949, the Central Military Commission sent a telegram to Li Jingquan, secretary of the Shanxi-Suiyuan sub-bureau, and others, instructing: at present, Dong Qiwu, Deng Baoshan, and other Suiyuan forces and personnel numbered some forty to fifty thousand men; they were to be thoroughly transformed through a process of reorganization, and a people’s government was to be established throughout Suiyuan, but this had to wait until our forces had occupied Lanzhou and Ningxia, and until our troops, advancing from Ningxia, had occupied Wuyuan (Wuyuan county) and Linhe. In the meantime, this force should be allowed to remain as it was, with neither side encroaching upon the other. Traffic on the Beiping-Suiyuan railway was to be permitted, and commercial trade allowed to flow freely. Dong’s unit designations were not to be changed for the time being, nor was our side to send personnel to carry out political work there. If Dong and Deng’s forces found their provisions insufficient, appropriate supplementary supply could be considered — or, alternatively, Baotou could be left under their control while Guisui came under ours, with a line of demarcation drawn between the two. But if Fu Zuoyi and Deng Baoshan, citing the small size of their territory and insufficient provisions, requested to retain Guisui, our side could for the time being make this concession. This matter had already been discussed with Comrade Luo Ronghuan, and Lin (Biao), Luo (Ronghuan), and Nie (Rongzhen) were asked to negotiate with Fu and Deng along these lines. Once the Er Youshan bandit unit had been dealt with, our forces were not to attack the other side again; if Dong Qiwu himself was willing to cede Guisui, we could then take control of it — otherwise, a boundary line should be drawn between Guisui and Zhuozi Mountain, with neither side encroaching on the other. These instructions and this deployment pointed the way toward the correct direction for peacefully resolving the Guisui question.

On February 22, 1949, Mao Zedong, Chairman of the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party, and Zhou Enlai, Vice Chairman, received Generals Fu Zuoyi and Deng Baoshan at Xibaipo village in Pingshan County, Hebei Province, in recognition of their important contribution to the peaceful liberation of Beiping, and at the same time discussed with them the resolution of the Suiyuan question. In discussing the Suiyuan question, Mao Zedong pointed out: “With the peaceful resolution of Beiping already achieved, the Suiyuan question will become much easier to handle. We can set it aside for now and wait for them to rise in revolt on their own… The Suiyuan question can be resolved by the ‘Suiyuan method,’ which is a method that does not involve the use of military force. First, delineate a line of peaceful demarcation, and let General Dong Qiwu first carry out internal work. Get the railway lines connected, and get trade going. Then, whenever General Dong Qiwu decides the time is right for the uprising, let the uprising happen then.”

From March 5 to 13, 1949, the Chinese Communist Party held the Second Plenary Session of the Seventh Central Committee at Xibaipo village, Pingshan County, Hebei Province. At the plenary session, Chairman Mao delivered an important report, setting out the various policies for promoting the rapid nationwide victory of the revolution and for organizing that victory. Among these, he proposed methods for dealing with the one million remaining Nationalist troops — namely, the Tianjin method, the Beiping method, and the “Suiyuan method.” The so-called “Suiyuan method” involved deliberately preserving a portion of the Nationalist forces, leaving them entirely or largely unchanged for the time being — that is, making a temporary concession toward this portion of the army, in order to win it over politically to our side, or to keep it neutral, and then, after a fairly long period of time, reorganizing this force into the People’s Liberation Army in accordance with People’s Liberation Army systems.

On this basis, representatives of the North China People’s Government, including Nie Rongzhen, and representatives dispatched by Dong Qiwu on Fu Zuoyi’s instructions, including Wang Kejun, began negotiations in Beiping in early March. After more than three months of arduous negotiations between the two sides, repeated consultations, and much back-and-forth bargaining, a signing ceremony was held on June 8 in the conference room of the North China People’s Government in Beiping for the “Agreement on Specific Questions Concerning the Delimitation of Boundaries, Transportation, Finance, Trade, and the Dispatch of Liaison Organs in Suiyuan” (abbreviated as the “Suiyuan Agreement”). The Suiyuan Question Consultative Committee, composed of six representatives from each side, signed the “Suiyuan Agreement,” with the exception of Li Jingquan, who was absent. The main contents of the “Suiyuan Agreement” were as follows: it delineated a temporary line of demarcation between the Liberation Army and the Suiyuan army, running from Gulibanwusu village east of Guisui southward to the Yellow River’s north bank at Suonaowan, and northward to Siziwang Banner, with neither side permitted to cross this line; rail, postal, and telegraph traffic on the Beiping-Suiyuan railway were to be restored, and the population was free to travel back and forth; commercial trade was to be restored, and the currencies of both sides could circulate and be exchanged with one another; the People’s Bank of China would set up an office in Guisui to handle financial business; the North China People’s Government would set up a liaison office in Guisui to jointly oversee implementation of the agreement; and the Suiyuan side would halt its military expansion, disband its special-agent organizations, and cease special-agent activities — this and other provisions were organized into six sections and 18 articles in total.

In mid-July 1949, the North China People’s Government’s liaison office moved into Guisui, assisting in preparatory work for the uprising. During this period, there remained internal disunity within Dong Qiwu’s forces, and Nationalist Party leader Chiang Kai-shek, in order to prevent the peaceful resolution of the Suiyuan question, continuously sent personnel to sabotage the peace agreement through intimidation, enticement, and incitement of mutiny.

In early September 1949, Chairman Mao Zedong entrusted Fu Zuoyi to travel together with General Deng Baoshan, bringing with them a large sum of money as a token of solicitude, to visit Suiyuan and to guide the uprising. On September 10, Fu Zuoyi, Dong Qiwu, and other key military and political figures arrived in Baotou to prepare for the uprising. On September 19, 1949, 39 representatives of the Suiyuan military and political cadres and of all ethnic groups and social circles, led by Dong Qiwu, sent an uprising telegram from the assembly hall of the Baotou branch of the provincial bank, addressed to Chairman Mao, Commander-in-Chief Zhu, and the North China military-region commander Nie Rongzhen and political commissar Bo Yibo, declaring: our entire body of officers and men, government staff, and fellow citizens of all ethnic groups, today launch a glorious uprising in Suiyuan, and solemnly declare that we formally break away from and cease reliance on the reactionary remnant clique of American-imperialist lackeys Chiang Kai-shek, Li Zongren, and Yan Xishan, and resolutely turn to stand with the people.

After the peaceful liberation of Suiyuan, a military and political committee was established to take charge of transforming the old political power structure, reorganizing the former army, arranging for those who had joined the uprising, restoring and developing production, and suppressing bandits and eliminating remaining hostile elements, among other tasks. The units that had risen in revolt were reorganized into the 36th and 37th Armies of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, and in December 1950 were combined to form the 23rd Army Corps, with Dong Qiwu appointed as its commander. After nearly two years of arduous effort, the goal set by the Central Committee — “the army to be liberation-army-ified, and the local areas to be liberated-area-ified” — was finally achieved, and the “Suiyuan method” was successfully realized.




III. Commentary

The application of the “Suiyuan method” allowed the People’s Liberation Army to concentrate its strength on striking at the remaining Nationalist forces elsewhere, spared the lives and property of the people of Suiyuan from the destruction of war, offered the Nationalist military and political personnel of the time a bright future, and preserved the ancient city of Guisui, with more than 400 years of history, along with its cultural relics and historic sites. Under the influence of the “Suiyuan method,” Xinjiang, Yunnan, Tibet, and other regions were successively liberated by peaceful means, greatly accelerating the pace of the liberation of the whole country. The “Suiyuan method” was proposed by Mao Zedong, drawing on a strategic vision for the liberation of the whole of China, and starting from a comparison of the strength of the Communist and Nationalist sides in Suiyuan province, against the broader backdrop of the nation as a whole being on the verge of liberation. The success of the “Suiyuan method” was a great creative achievement of Mao Zedong’s, an important component of Mao Zedong’s military thought, and a victorious achievement of our army’s implementation of psychological warfare. Our study and research of the “Suiyuan method” is intended to study the great practice of Mao Zedong’s military thought, and the application of unconventional methods of warfare freed from rigid formulas — this stands as a shining example of our emancipation of thought, of seeking truth from facts, and of innovation in political and strategic guidance.


(1) Combining military struggle with political struggle, using war to check war and peace to win over hearts

The “Suiyuan method” embodied a superb strategic artistry combining military struggle with political struggle, and a psychological-warfare strategy of using war to check war and using peace to win over hearts.

Militarily, the tactic of “using war to check war” was employed, so that the enemy did not dare act rashly. As early as the period of the Liao-Shen Campaign, the People’s Liberation Army’s 2nd and 3rd Army Corps of the North China Field Army, coordinating with troops of the Shanxi-Suiyuan military region, carried out the Chahar-Suiyuan campaign, liberating vast areas of eastern Suiyuan and northern Chahar, and at one point advanced as far as Baotou and encircled Guisui, annihilating more than 21,000 enemy troops. After this, the Suiyuan-Mongolia region’s people’s government administered a vast liberated area with a population of 800,000 in eastern Suiyuan. After the start of the Beiping-Tianjin Campaign, the Central Military Commission decided to withdraw the siege of Guisui and instead lightly besiege Taiyuan, in order to paralyze the enemy. On January 28, 1949, the front-line units of the Suiyuan-Dong Liberation Army attacked one regiment of Dong Qiwu’s forces, annihilating more than 700 enemy troops and liberating an area 30 li east of Guisui. On February 16, the westward-advancing units of the Inner Mongolian People’s Liberation Army routed the Er Youshan unit under Dong Qiwu’s command, annihilating more than 250 enemy troops and recovering the important town of Wulanhua in western Suiyuan. These military actions, within a certain scope, dealt annihilating blows against portions of the enemy’s forces and important defended towns, achieving the goal of shaking the Suiyuan military and political authorities, and creating a profound deterrent effect on them psychologically, compelling the Suiyuan military and political personnel to seriously consider and choose their future fate and path.

Politically, an offensive was launched, applying the strategy of using peace to win over hearts, trading space for time. Lenin held that, before deciding on a course of action, one must carefully compare the strength and conditions of both the enemy and oneself. This means not only assessing the relative strength of the enemy and oneself and observing the enemy’s changeable nature, but also actively using various means and methods to expand unfavorable shifts in the enemy’s strength while strengthening favorable shifts in one’s own strength. In this way, favorable conditions for the enemy can be transformed into unfavorable conditions, and the enemy’s reserve strength can be transformed into one’s own reserve strength, or at least transformed into a neutral force, promoting the enemy’s isolation, and thereby hastening its rapid disintegration. In January 1949, the People’s Liberation Army units of the Shanxi-Suiyuan military region, acting on orders, halted their assault on Dong Qiwu’s forces. On February 11, the People’s Liberation Army forces positioned in eastern Suiyuan withdrew 60 li to the Zhuozi Mountain line, permitting free movement and mutual trade between the population under Dong’s control and that of the liberated area. On February 12, the Central Military Commission instructed by telegram the North China Military Region and the Northwest Bureau of the Central Committee that the peaceful resolution of Dong Qiwu’s forces must wait until the 1st Field Army had occupied Lanzhou and Ningxia, and that in the meantime things should be allowed to remain as they were, with neither side encroaching upon the other. These policy decisions and deployments won over the neutral democratic figures and some Nationalist military and political personnel who advocated peace to draw closer to our party, allowing our party to gain the political initiative, splitting the Nationalist ranks internally, shaking their military resolve, and weakening their will to resist, achieving the psychological effect of using peace to win over hearts.

Ideologically, efforts were strengthened to explain and clarify to our own party members and troops the reasoning behind the “Suiyuan method” for resolving the Guisui question, in order to unify the understanding of officers and soldiers. After attending the Second Plenary Session of the Seventh Central Committee, Comrade Li Jingquan hurried back to Zhuozi Mountain in eastern Suiyuan, and immediately convened an enlarged meeting of relevant military and political cadres in the Suiyuan-Mongolia area. At the meeting, Comrade Li Jingquan reported on the historic significance of the Second Plenary Session of the Seventh Central Committee, and explained in detail how to implement the “Suiyuan method” put forward by the Party Central Committee, and then organized the cadres to study and discuss it, resolving the concerns some cadres held about implementing the “Suiyuan method,” and unifying their thinking. Subsequently, broad united-front education was also carried out within the troops, permitting the population in the Guisui and Baotou areas to freely travel to and trade with the liberated areas, halting disintegration and covert-persuasion activities directed at Dong Qiwu’s forces, referring to Dong’s forces as “friendly forces,” in order to win over and ease hostile sentiment between the two sides and promote an improvement in the situation in Suiyuan.



(2) Employing various methods to outwit and out-maneuver the adversary, with meticulous deployment and proactive execution

From the proposal of the “Suiyuan method” through to the signing and implementation of the agreement, the entire process was filled with a struggle between two camps and two paths. Our party and army, while firmly committed to a peaceful resolution, waged a struggle against the Nationalist reactionaries that was well-reasoned, well-tempered, and advantageous to our side.

First, the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party attached great importance to the implementation of the “Suiyuan Agreement.” After the Central Committee relocated to Beiping in late March, the Central Committee, along with Mao Zedong, Zhou Enlai, and others, paid special attention to the Suiyuan question. Within the space of half a year, Mao Zedong met with Fu Zuoyi seven times, patiently listening to Fu Zuoyi’s views; on one occasion they talked at length for an entire day and night. From the future of China to Fu Zuoyi’s own personal circumstances, from the arrangements for men such as Deng Baoshan and Dong Qiwu to the specific questions concerning Suiyuan, he gave detailed answers on every point. Mao Zedong encouraged Fu Zuoyi, after the peaceful liberation of Beiping, to render further new service to the people, expressing hope that the Suiyuan question could be resolved before similar questions in Hunan and Xinjiang. Zhou Enlai, Vice Chairman of the Central Committee, reviewed and annotated urgent telegrams concerning the Suiyuan question submitted by the North China Bureau and the North China Military Region as soon as they arrived, never letting them pile up overnight. He told the leading cadres and negotiating representatives responsible to the Central Committee: in realizing the “Suiyuan method,” there must be no impatience — the conditions they raise must be considered calmly, and their sense of self-respect and their patriotic sentiments must be understood. They do hold a genuine desire to resolve the Suiyuan question peacefully, and it should be recognized that this sentiment predominates among them. But there remain, in their thinking, illusions and hesitations, and many difficulties and ideas that we may not understand or imagine. We must work at this actively and patiently, and wait for them to come to their own realization. Otherwise, it would no longer be the “Suiyuan method.” Zhou Enlai’s remarks greatly inspired and educated the leading cadres responsible for the negotiations.

Second, a series of effective measures were adopted to promote the implementation of the “Suiyuan Agreement.” The Central Committee and the Central Military Commission, in order to implement the “Suiyuan Agreement,” decided to rename the Suiyuan-Mongolia region as Suiyuan Province, changing the Communist Party’s Suiyuan-Mongolia regional committee and the Suiyuan-Mongolia government into the Communist Party’s Suiyuan provincial committee and the Suiyuan provincial people’s government; the People’s Liberation Army’s 8th Army and the Suiyuan-Mongolia military region were combined to form the Suiyuan provincial military region, placed under the unified leadership of the Central Committee’s North China Bureau, the North China People’s Government, and the North China Military Region. The Suiyuan provincial military region’s forces were all assembled near Jining from their original defensive positions, to undergo military and political training and to receive instruction on the Central Committee’s, Mao Zedong’s, and Zhou Enlai’s directives regarding the Suiyuan question and the “Suiyuan Agreement.” In accordance with the spirit of the “Suiyuan Agreement,” cadres at every level were required to treat the Suiyuan forces as friendly troops, and to do everything possible to help resolve their economic difficulties. On June 25, the North China Bureau telegraphed the Suiyuan provincial committee a “Decision on Implementing the [Suiyuan Agreement].” On the 28th, the Suiyuan provincial committee convened an expanded meeting to discuss how to implement the various provisions of the “Suiyuan Agreement,” and to formulate the working steps of the Suiyuan provincial committee; after discussion, those present unanimously expressed their firm commitment to carrying out the instructions of the Central Committee and the North China Bureau. After the meeting, the Suiyuan provincial committee issued an “Outline for Conveying the [Suiyuan Agreement]” to county- and regiment-level party committees. At the same time, comrades with rich experience in united-front work, and comrades with expertise in finance, trade, railways, and other fields, were transferred to form the North China People’s Government’s Guisui liaison office. After the liaison office was established, it built connections with all sides in Guisui, gathered information, and publicized the spirit of the agreement. Through the active work of the liaison office, our party’s policy of “one patriotic family, no holding of past grievances against anyone, proper arrangements for all, and appointment based on ability” became deeply rooted in people’s minds, and won the support and protection of the broad ranks of people in Suiyuan.

Third, our side engaged in a sharply pointed struggle against the Nationalist reactionaries. The signing of the “Suiyuan Agreement” was only the first ray of dawn breaking through — the road to actually implementing the “Suiyuan Agreement” would still be arduous and tortuous. The Nationalist government went to every length to sabotage implementation of the agreement, ordering Dong Qiwu to withdraw westward and cutting off funding, placing Dong Qiwu in a very difficult position. The political situation in Suiyuan was complex and tangled; some stubborn diehard elements among the party, government, and military did everything they could to obstruct the peace process, and Nationalist military and party intelligence agents were active and vicious. Yan Xishan of Shanxi, exploiting his historical ties with Suiyuan, repeatedly made promises of official positions and bought off senior military officers, in order to obstruct the uprising. In late July, Nationalist military affairs minister He Yingqin and deputy commander of the air force Wang Shuming flew to Hetao to once again pressure Dong Qiwu to withdraw westward. On the afternoon of July 24, Nationalist agents murdered our liaison office staff member Wang Shixin and others while they were carrying out their duties. Facing this complex and difficult struggle, the Central Committee and Chairman Mao made clear that matters would inevitably involve twists and turns, that revolution could not be without sacrifice, and that the policy of liberating Suiyuan by means of the “Suiyuan method” would remain unchanged. At the same time, the North China Bureau instructed the Suiyuan provincial committee that, in its approach, it must remain highly vigilant, make preparations on all fronts, refrain from disarming the other side’s troops, work with them according to a well-considered plan, strive to win over and transform them in the course of cooperation, and keep abreast of the overall situation, studying every specific development as it occurred and formulating countermeasures. Even after the liaison office was withdrawn, personnel such as Lu Zhihao who remained behind continued their unremitting efforts, undeterred by Dong Qiwu’s well-meaning attempts to dissuade them, deliberately showing themselves openly in public places, letting the people see that the Communist Party’s presence remained, and that relations between the Communist Party and Dong Qiwu had not been severed, and that hope for peace still remained. In this way, the panic and unrest that had briefly emerged within Guisui city was quickly calmed.



(3) Attaching importance to work with patriotic generals, encouraging them to correct their mistakes and render fresh service

Victory or defeat in war, and the security of a nation, hinge entirely on its generals. “As for generals, they are the support and pillar of the state; when this support is complete on every side, the state will surely be strong; when the support is deficient, the state will surely be weak.” Seizing the enemy’s minds and throwing their plans into disarray have always been the primary focus and key target of psychological strategy. In the actual practical implementation of the “Suiyuan method,” our party and army consistently began by first accurately gauging and thoroughly understanding the psychological characteristics of the enemy’s generals, and only then engaged in a targeted contest of wits and strategy.

Placing a high degree of trust in General Fu Zuoyi, allowing him to be involved in handling the Suiyuan question from start to finish. Fu Zuoyi had presided over military and political affairs in Suiyuan for many years, having served as chairman of Suiyuan Province, and had been stationed with his forces in Suiyuan for 16 years. During the eight years of the War of Resistance against Japan, he recovered lost territory and defended his homeland, and enjoyed very high prestige among the military and civilian population of Suiyuan. Because of the schemes and sabotage of the Nationalist government and figures such as Yan Xishan, and the vicious activities of secret agents, the work toward the peaceful liberation of Suiyuan repeatedly met with obstacles, and the peaceful liberation of Suiyuan was delayed time and again. As a result, General Dong Qiwu and others requested that General Fu personally come to Suiyuan. On August 25, Generals Fu Zuoyi and Deng Baoshan, accompanied by Comrade Pan Jiwen, arrived in Guisui bringing with them 200,000 silver dollars allocated by the Party Central Committee along with other gifts of solicitude. After General Fu arrived in Guisui, he summoned officers for audiences, distributing 5 silver dollars to each, regardless of rank, and, meeting directly with the enlisted men, distributed 2 silver dollars to each as well; at the same time, he met with government officials at all levels, including Zhang Qin and Rong Xiang, and Wu Tong, as well as local Mongolian, Han, and Hui figures of standing, and worker and peasant representatives, among others. Through General Fu’s individual audiences and efforts at persuasion, the great majority of people were won over. During this period, although figures in Guangzhou, including Li Zongren and Yan Xishan, sent telegrams to General Fu urging him to come meet with them, in an attempt to pull him back into the reactionary camp, and Chiang Kai-shek even sent Fu a telegram saying that his return to Suiyuan this time was just like his return to Nanjing after the “Xi’an Incident” years earlier — that because of a single wrong step he had brought about today’s grave and dangerous error, and that he should learn his lesson — General Fu Zuoyi firmly and rightfully refused. Nationalist secret-agent chief Mao Renfeng cabled orders to the Guisui special agents to “swiftly assassinate Fu Zuoyi on the spot,” and secret agents in Guisui and Baotou distributed reactionary propaganda leaflets, going to great lengths of slander and intimidation, but General Fu remained entirely undaunted, and resolutely took decisive measures, smashing one Nationalist secret-agent plot after another and allowing the uprising to proceed smoothly. On September 17, the Guangzhou authorities dispatched military affairs minister Xu Yongchang to fly to Baotou carrying a personal letter from Chiang Kai-shek, in a final attempt to win Fu over. General Fu said to Xu Yongchang: the Nationalist government had already thoroughly lost the hearts of its army and its people, and the overall situation was already decided — no force could stop it, and even if he went to Guangzhou, there would be nothing he could accomplish. Under General Fu’s firm and unwavering commitment to peace, on the eve of the opening of the first Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference, the dawn of the peaceful liberation of Suiyuan finally arrived. At this crucial juncture in the Suiyuan uprising, the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party and Mao Zedong resolutely decided to entrust Fu Zuoyi with personally traveling to Suiyuan to resolve the relevant questions. This decision fully demonstrated the high degree of trust that the Party Central Committee and Chairman Mao Zedong placed in Mr. Fu Zuoyi, and Fu Zuoyi, through his actual actions in Suiyuan afterward, proved that he had indeed not betrayed the profound expectations that the Party Central Committee and Mao Zedong had placed in him.

Making use of interpersonal emotional bonds to win over patriotic generals such as Dong Qiwu. The psychological distance between people is often expressed through forms such as closeness or estrangement, cooperation or competition, friendliness or hostility. The emotional experience between people is mainly manifested through mutual identification, similarity of behavior, and compatibility of feeling. In the course of applying the “Suiyuan method,” our party and army consistently attended to grasping this emotional factor, allowing General Fu Zuoyi to exert his influence over patriotic generals such as Dong Qiwu, and making good use of this to influence key Nationalist figures — this was an important aspect of the successful implementation of the “Suiyuan method.” Dong Qiwu had formerly served under Fu Zuoyi, having successively held the posts of captain staff officer, major staff officer, head of the cadre political-training institute, regimental commander of the 35th Army, major general brigade commander of the 218th Brigade, and lieutenant general division commander of the 101st Division. In 1946, when Fu Zuoyi was transferred to Chahar and then on to Beiping, he entrusted the post of Suiyuan provincial chairman to Dong. In 1947, after Fu Zuoyi became commander-in-chief of the North China “Bandit Suppression” Headquarters, he appointed Dong Qiwu to concurrently serve as director of the Guisui command post of the North China “Bandit Suppression” Headquarters. Dong Qiwu was obedient and unswervingly loyal to Fu Zuoyi. Dong Qiwu had made contributions during the War of Resistance in Suiyuan and western Suiyuan, and was honored as a “national hero of the anti-Japanese resistance.” On January 21, 1949, after Dong Qiwu heard by radio of the peace agreement for Beiping, he hurriedly flew to Beiping on the 22nd to ask Fu Zuoyi what should be done about Suiyuan. Fu told Dong: “We must keep up with the tide of history, and walk the road of the people.” Having heard the words that Fu conveyed from Mao Zedong, Dong Qiwu was deeply moved, and resolved to take the road of peace. After returning to Guisui, he made grasping the state of thinking among the troops and stabilizing morale his foremost task. He successively sought out army- and division-level officers, heads of regional bureaus, and cadres above the county level for discussions, and held separate talks with Zhang Qin, chairman of the provincial assembly, Tumed banner chief manager Rong Xiang, and Dong Siqi banner representative Hu Fengshan, among others, conveying to them the situation of his meeting with Fu Zuoyi in Beiping. To better understand and grasp the thinking of lower-level military cadres, Dong Qiwu asked them to discuss the current situation together, such as how to view the uprising in Beiping, whether the Communist armies would be able to cross the Yangtze River, and whether a Third World War might break out, guiding everyone to see the situation clearly, abandon their illusions, avoid meaningless sacrifice, and take the path of peaceful liberation. After the Spring Festival, Dong Qiwu once again toured the troops and the localities, speaking directly with a number of military and political cadres and soldiers, to stabilize troop morale. At the same time, Dong Qiwu carried out relevant preparatory work for the uprising. First, he organized a Reform Committee. With Dong Qiwu at its head and comprising more than twenty people including Zhang Qin and Yu Cunhao, it was divided into four working groups — on understanding of the current era, political and economic affairs, cultural education, and land and property — to formulate reform plans in preparation for the peaceful uprising. Second, he reorganized provincial-level institutions. He removed reactionary die-hard officials from their posts, reformed the personnel system, and standardized the appointment, assessment, and training of cadres across the province, in order to block the pathways of nepotism and corruption. Third, he established a Reform Academy. He converted the former Suiyuan provincial cadre training corps into a Reform Academy, providing training in batches to provincial- and county-level cadres above the section-chief level. The main subjects of study were the New Three People’s Principles and “On Coalition Government,” in order to raise the political awareness of the cadres and create favorable conditions for the peaceful uprising. Fourth, he established a supervisory training office. Its director was Wei Jinglin, former deputy commander of the 9th Army Group and reorganized brigade commander of the 5th Cavalry Brigade, and it was staffed by more than 30 people of relatively high standing. Its purpose was to reorganize the troops, tighten discipline, and consolidate unity, so that the great majority of cadres would come to recognize the correctness of a peaceful uprising following the model of Beiping. Fifth, he improved newspaper propaganda. Making use of the “Endeavor Daily” — the official organ of the Suiyuan provincial government — to publicize peaceful reform and to print favorable news from the liberated areas, he worked to raise people’s political awareness. Through these measures, the great majority of Nationalist military and political personnel in Suiyuan came to recognize that an uprising was their only way out, and the timing for the uprising grew increasingly ripe.

Our party and army made appropriate arrangements for the Suiyuan military and political key figures in terms of political status, work, and living conditions, greatly winning their trust. After the “Suiyuan method” was proposed, some Nationalist figures — particularly some mid- and lower-level officials — harbored feelings of hostility toward and fear of the Communist Party, worrying that the Communist Party would settle scores with them after the fact, and anxious about their own future and fate; this was a normal psychological phenomenon. Our party and army carried out painstaking and meticulous work, trusting them politically, giving them appropriately arranged positions in their work, showing them care and consideration in their daily lives, and allowing them to retain both position and authority within the scope of their own jurisdiction, according them the respect they were due. This gradually dispelled the doubts, hesitation, and fear held by the great majority of Suiyuan’s military and political key figures, and the great majority of them came to support the peaceful resolution of the Suiyuan question. This work laid a solid foundation for the peaceful uprising in Suiyuan. The implementation of the “Suiyuan method” fully demonstrated the spirit and magnanimity of the Chinese Communist Party, and embodied the solicitude and care that the Party Central Committee and Comrade Mao Zedong showed toward Generals Fu Zuoyi and Dong Qiwu and their subordinates. At the same time, patriotic generals such as Fu Zuoyi and Dong Qiwu also played a special and important role in the peaceful resolution of the Suiyuan question.





Chapter 114: The Use of Psychological Warfare in the Cuban Missile Crisis

(October 14 – 28, 1962)

The Cuban Missile Crisis, which occurred in the early 1960s, was a crisis event triggered by the Soviet Union’s deployment of missiles in Cuba and the United States’ insistence on their removal — also known as the Caribbean Crisis. Although this crisis lasted only 14 days, from its outbreak on October 14, 1962 to its resolution on the 28th, it was the most serious direct confrontation to erupt between the two superpowers, the United States and the Soviet Union, during the Cold War, becoming a peak and a limit point in the course of the US-Soviet Cold War, one that threatened to drag the entire world to the brink of nuclear war. In the course of resolving the crisis, the United States and the Soviet Union each pitted their wits and courage against the other, waging an intense psychological war, which was ultimately resolved peacefully through mutual compromise. The two sides’ use of psychological warfare during the crisis offers a valuable point of reference for crisis management in modern international relations.




I. Background to the Cuban Missile Crisis

Cuba is located in the northwestern Caribbean Sea, 140 kilometers south of Jamaica, separated from the Florida Peninsula of the United States to the north by the Straits of Florida, from Haiti to the east by the Windward Passage, and facing Mexico to the west across the Yucatán Channel. Its population is 10.712 million, with a total area of 110,860 square kilometers. Situated at the mouth of the Gulf of Mexico, Cuba controls a maritime chokepoint between North and South America, and holds a position of major strategic importance. After breaking away from Spanish colonial rule in 1898, Cuba remained for a long time under the control of the United States. In January 1959, Fidel Castro launched the Cuban Revolution, overthrowing the pro-American Batista dictatorship, and establishing the Republic of Cuba. As Cuba’s close neighbor, the United States did not wish to see change in Cuba’s political situation, and regarded the Cuban Revolution as a dangerous precursor to the penetration of Soviet influence into Latin America, adopting a hostile policy toward Cuba across the political, diplomatic, economic, and military spheres. In April 1959, Castro visited Washington, but U.S. President Eisenhower declined to receive him, and the United States provided Cuba with no financial assistance. Facing severe domestic economic difficulties as well as American hostility, the Cuban government had no choice but to seek another way forward. Domestically, the Cuban government promulgated a land-reform law, abolishing the large-estate system and nationalizing the assets of American companies and Cuban plantation owners; internationally, Cuba established diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union and Eastern European countries, and signed a series of economic agreements. These domestic and foreign policies greatly affected American interests in Cuba. On January 5, 1961, the United States announced it was severing diplomatic relations with Cuba. On January 21, 1961, President Kennedy took office, convinced that Cuba had already become a Soviet satellite, and that the survival of the Castro regime would trigger a revolutionary tide across the whole of Latin America; he adopted a hostile policy toward Cuba tougher than that of his predecessor. On April 17, the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency organized and backed the landing of more than 1,000 mercenaries at the Bay of Pigs in Cuba, attempting to overthrow the Republic of Cuba by force — the Bay of Pigs incident. The Cuban military and people, under Castro’s leadership, rose up to resist, and by April 19 had wiped out the invaders entirely. After the Bay of Pigs invasion, relations between Cuba and the United States deteriorated further, and the United States redoubled its hostile policy toward Cuba, refining its long-prepared plans for a direct U.S. military invasion of Cuba, and, in the spring of 1962, conducted several highly threatening large-scale military exercises in the Caribbean. The various hostile acts by the United States toward Cuba, and its determination to eliminate the Castro regime, forced Cuba to “turn left” and join the socialist camp. In May 1962, Castro declared that Cuba would follow the path of socialism.

Faced with American hostility and the threat of invasion, Cuba had no choice but to seek security guarantees from outside. This provided the Soviet Union with an opportunity to gain a foothold. Soviet leader Khrushchev believed that developments in the Cuban situation bore directly on Soviet influence in Latin America, on Soviet prestige and its foothold in Latin America, and even on the global strategic balance between the United States and the Soviet Union. At the time, the United States, through NATO, had already surrounded the Soviet Union with bomber bases and missiles, and the Soviet Union’s major industrial centers were almost all under the direct threat of nuclear weapons and strategic bombers, and, combined with the American advantage in the U.S.-Soviet nuclear arms race, this left the Soviet Union in a passive position. However, to close this gap through an even larger-scale arms race would take time, and would in any case drain Soviet financial resources. If the United States’ early-warning system could be circumvented, deploying about 60 missiles with a range of 1,600 to 3,200 kilometers in Cuba could double the Soviet Union’s capacity to strike the United States with nuclear weapons. Once this deployment was completed, it could consolidate the position of Cuban leader Castro, further bring Cuba under Soviet control politically, economically, and militarily, enhance Soviet deterrent power, and improve the Soviet Union’s strategic position. If necessary, these missiles could also serve as bargaining chips, forcing the United States to make concessions on Germany and other issues. Khrushchev wrote in his memoirs: “Installing our missiles in Cuba would prevent the United States from recklessly taking military action against the Castro regime. Besides defending Cuba, the missiles would also give us what the Westerners often refer to as a ‘balance of power.’”

Considering Cuba’s strategic position, the Soviet Union treated Cuba as a bridgehead extending into the strategic depth of the West. Not only did it offer political, economic, and diplomatic support, it also provided Cuba with military assistance. After taking office as president, Kennedy, with the aim of deterring the Soviet Union, deployed intermediate-range nuclear missiles in Turkey and Italy. This action further heightened the Soviet Union’s sense of strategic insecurity, prompting Khrushchev to deploy missiles in Cuba in order to strengthen his strategic capacity for confrontation and improve the Soviet Union’s strategic position relative to that of the United States. In July 1961, the Soviet Union and Cuba reached a secret agreement on missile deployment. On April 12, 1962, the Soviet Union decided to meet Cuba’s request to strengthen its air defenses, providing it with 180 SA-2 surface-to-air missiles, along with a squadron of cruise missiles to reinforce its coastal defense. In late May 1962, Khrushchev sent an “agricultural delegation” to visit Cuba, which included the commander of Soviet Strategic Rocket Forces, traveling under the alias “engineer Petrov,” to probe Castro’s attitude toward the deployment of nuclear missiles. In early July 1962, Cuban defense minister Raúl Castro visited the Soviet Union and received a warm welcome. The Soviet Union and Cuba agreed that the nuclear arsenal the Soviet Union would establish in Cuba would include: 40 land-based ballistic-missile launchers; 24 SS-4 intermediate-range ballistic missiles (with a range of 1,000 miles) and 16 SS-5 intermediate-range ballistic missiles (with a range of 2,000 miles), along with their warheads; three units equipped with 12 “Luna” short-range missiles and their warheads; 80 tactical cruise missiles; a submarine base deploying 11 submarines, of which 7 would be capable of carrying submarine-launched ballistic missiles. In addition to deploying nuclear weapons, the Soviet Union would also deploy 6 IL-28 bombers capable of carrying nuclear weapons, and station a Soviet force of 45,000 troops there. In mid-July 1962, Soviet ships fully loaded with equipment set out from the Black Sea; on September 15, the Soviet cargo ship Poltava delivered the first batch of intermediate-range ballistic missiles to the Cuban port of Mariel. By early October, 20 nuclear warheads had been transported to Cuba.




II. The Outbreak and Handling of the Cuban Missile Crisis

Latin America was the “backyard” of the United States, and Cuba was a thorn in the side of that backyard. The United States had consistently kept close watch on the development of relations between Cuba and the Soviet Union, and especially on developments in their military relationship. In July 1962, American U-2 reconnaissance aircraft discovered Soviet ships of unidentified origin heading in the direction of Cuba. These ships were riding deep in the water, suggesting they were carrying military supplies such as missiles and aircraft. Starting in August, the United States began conducting regular aerial reconnaissance of Cuba. On August 23, President Kennedy convened a meeting to discuss how to deal with the possibility that the Soviet Union might deploy nuclear missiles in Cuba, instructing the Department of Defense to study the various military options available for destroying any facility in Cuba capable of launching a nuclear strike against the United States. On August 29, U-2 reconnaissance aircraft flying over Cuba discovered SA-2 surface-to-air missiles at eight different locations. In late August, Senator Kenneth Keating obtained information from Cuban refugees in Florida indicating there was evidence that the Soviet Union had deployed “rocket facilities” in Cuba. On September 28, American reconnaissance aircraft, observing the Soviet cargo ship Kasimov en route to Cuba, discovered a large number of crates whose dimensions and shapes indicated that they contained IL-28 light bombers. In the early morning of October 14, American U-2 reconnaissance aircraft once again conducted reconnaissance over Cuba. On October 15, analysis by the U.S. National Photographic Interpretation Center of the film captured during this reconnaissance mission revealed that an SS-4 missile encampment had been deployed at San Cristóbal, 50 miles southwest of Havana, the Cuban capital, and that IL-28 bombers had been deployed at San Julián airfield, though no evidence of nuclear warheads was found. On October 16, after President Kennedy learned of this, he immediately instructed the National Security Council to organize a special executive committee dedicated to handling this crisis. At the same time, U-2 reconnaissance aircraft began conducting reconnaissance flights over Cuba at a rate of six sorties per day. On October 17, U-2 reconnaissance aircraft discovered an SS-5 intermediate-range missile launch site. The SS-5 had a range of 4,200 kilometers, roughly double that of the SS-4 (1,930 kilometers), and could strike any target within the United States except for the Northwest and the Pacific region. This launch site was still under construction at the time. By October 19, U.S. intelligence agencies had discovered within Cuban territory 16 SS-4 launchers equipped with missiles, 22 IL-28 bombers, 24 SA-2 anti-aircraft missile positions, and one nuclear-warhead storage bunker.

After discovering the Soviet deployment of nuclear missiles in Cuba, the United States made thorough preparations for a “secret crisis phase.” On October 16, Kennedy assembled the heads of the State Department, the Department of Defense, the Central Intelligence Agency, the Department of Justice, the Treasury Department, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and a group of advisors, forming the “Executive Committee of the National Security Council” to discuss countermeasures. Kennedy ultimately decided to impose a blockade. On October 22, Kennedy delivered a televised address to the nation, announcing that “irrefutable evidence” had been discovered of the Soviet deployment of nuclear missiles in Cuba. Kennedy demanded that the Soviet Union withdraw all its intermediate- and long-range missiles, and warned Khrushchev that “any missile launched from Cuba would be regarded as an attack by the Soviet Union on the United States, which would inevitably bring about full-scale American retaliation against the Soviet Union.” President Kennedy also announced a naval blockade of Cuba. Subsequently, both NATO and the Organization of American States declared their support for the United States, demanding that the Soviet Union withdraw its missiles. On October 24, the United States deployed a massive fleet of 90 ships to sail into the blockade zone, formally initiating the naval blockade. The two nuclear superpowers, the United States and the Soviet Union, thus fell into a tense standoff “eyeball to eyeball.”

On October 26, Khrushchev proposed: if President Kennedy was willing to publicly declare that he would not invade Cuba, then Khrushchev would be prepared to withdraw the missiles under United Nations supervision. Just one day later, on October 27, Khrushchev’s second letter took on a tougher tone, demanding that the United States withdraw its missiles from Turkey in exchange for the Soviet Union’s withdrawal of its missiles from Cuba. That same day, U.S. Air Force pilot Rudolf Anderson, flying a U-2 reconnaissance aircraft over Cuba, was shot down by a Soviet-made surface-to-air missile and killed. The U.S.-Soviet confrontation intensified, and the crisis as a whole reached its peak. After the U-2 aircraft was shot down, the U.S. Air Force drew up plans to send F-100 aircraft to attack the anti-aircraft missile sites at Bahía de Nipe. This plan met with Kennedy’s opposition. Kennedy later recalled: “That Saturday, our whole group sat around the cabinet table, holding meeting after meeting, feeling that nuclear war was closer that day than at any other time in the nuclear age.” As a result, this day came to be known among Americans as “Black Saturday.” Subsequently, the United States agreed to the conditions set out in Khrushchev’s first two letters, while at the same time issuing a warning: Khrushchev must withdraw the missiles within 24 hours, or “the consequences would be unimaginable.”

On October 27 and 28, Khrushchev sent two letters to President Kennedy, expressing the Soviet Union’s willingness to withdraw the missiles and bombers, but attaching two preconditions: that the United States guarantee it would not invade Cuba in the future, and that it withdraw similar weapons systems from Turkey. Kennedy immediately replied accepting the first condition, but did not take a position on the second. Subsequently, Kennedy secretly dispatched a special envoy to meet with the Soviet ambassador to the United States, explaining to the Soviet side that the latter condition touched on America’s standing and its treaty commitments to its allies, and hoping for the Soviets’ understanding; he also gave assurances that, once the Soviet Union withdrew its missiles from Cuba, the two countries could develop peaceful relations, cooperate in resolving the questions of Europe and South Asia, and work together to make progress on nuclear arms control, among other matters. After several rounds of tense bargaining, the United States and the Soviet Union quickly reached a compromise agreement on resolving the crisis. On October 28, 1962, Khrushchev replied stating that he had already ordered the withdrawal of the nuclear weapons in Cuba. The Soviet Union subsequently dismantled all the offensive weapons it had deployed in Cuba, and ships already en route to Cuba were recalled. On November 5, Soviet cargo ships began transporting the missiles and other equipment back to the Soviet Union, and accepted “ship-to-ship visual observation” by U.S. naval vessels. Following this, the United States announced the end of its naval blockade of Cuba, and the armed forces of both sides stood down from their states of alert in turn. With this, the Cuban Missile Crisis was formally declared over.




III. Commentary

The peaceful resolution of the Cuban Missile Crisis was the result of the United States’ exercise of powerful psychological deterrence, a rational choice made by both sides out of fear of nuclear war, and the hard-won achievement of active diplomatic maneuvering by the foreign-affairs departments of the United States and the Soviet Union and of compromise between the two heads of state. Through the resolution of the missile crisis, the great powers of the international arena began to mature politically, their diplomatic engagement grew more considered, their military confrontations grew more cautious, and crisis management rose onto the international agenda; the lessons drawn from this experience hold reference value for crisis management in modern international relations. Since then, direct confrontation between the United States and the Soviet Union became extremely rare, with the two sides more often participating in and safeguarding their respective interests through “proxy wars.”


(1) The United States employed powerful psychological deterrence, forcing the Soviet Union to back down

To force the Soviet Union to withdraw its missiles from Cuba, the United States, relying on the nuclear advantage it possessed, waged a campaign of deterrent psychological warfare against the Soviet Union. For psychological deterrence, as a strategic instrument, to achieve maximum effect, it should generally meet the following requirements: it must be able to survive an enemy’s first strike; it must possess sufficient strength to retaliate such that the adversary’s losses exceed the gains it obtained; it must make the potential adversary believe that our side will inevitably respond forcefully in a certain way when struck; and it must make clear to the adversary precisely which actions will inevitably provoke a response from our side, so that it does not act rashly. In handling this crisis, the United States mainly strengthened the credibility of its deterrence, and thereby produced a powerful psychological deterrent effect on Soviet leaders, through three approaches. First, it adopted a tough diplomatic stance. On October 22, 1962, President Kennedy delivered a televised address, making it known to the entire nation, to the Soviet Union, and to the whole world that he had ordered a blockade of Cuba to prevent further missiles from being transported to the island. He further stated that, if the missile launch sites under construction were not halted and the missiles were not withdrawn, the United States would take further action. In his address he emphasized that the Soviet Union’s secret, swift, and extraordinary deployment of missiles in a region well known to have special, historical ties with the United States and the countries of the Western Hemisphere both violated Soviet assurances and disregarded the policy of the United States and the Western Hemisphere, and that this sudden, secret decision to install strategic weapons outside Soviet territory for the first time was a deliberate provocation, an unwarranted change to the status quo. In his October 22 letter to Nikita Khrushchev, First Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union and Chairman of the Council of Ministers, Kennedy stated in forceful terms: “If the situation in Cuba continues to develop, the United States will take whatever action is necessary to protect the security of the United States and its allies.” Second, it maintained powerful military pressure. At the time of the missile crisis, the ratio of strategic weapons between the United States and the Soviet Union was 17 to 1. The United States possessed 200 to 250 intercontinental ballistic missiles, while the Soviet Union had only 50 to 70; the United States at the time had 600 long-range strategic bombers, while the Soviet Union had only about 200; the United States also had 8 ballistic-missile submarines carrying 128 Polaris missiles, which the Soviet Union did not yet have at the time. In terms of performance, Soviet ballistic missiles also lagged behind those of the United States, roughly ten years behind. To deal with the Soviet military buildup in Cuba, on September 21 the U.S. military drew up three contingency plans, which included a naval and air blockade of Cuba. On October 12, the U.S. Department of Defense drew up contingency plans for military action against Cuba, including a blockade plan, an air-strike plan, a rapid-response attack plan, and a full-scale invasion plan. The U.S. Navy essentially completed its military buildup in the waters near Cuba in preparation for the blockade. On October 15, more than 40 U.S. Navy warships and 4,000 Marines carried out a previously scheduled amphibious-landing exercise in the southern United States and the Caribbean region. After the crisis broke out, U.S. Strategic Air Command entered a Level 2 state of readiness; one-third of B-52 strategic bombers stood ready to take off at any moment, and other aircraft were able to take off within 15 minutes of receiving an order. The North American Air Defense Command redeployed interceptor squadrons, Hawk missiles, and Nike missile air-defense units to the southeastern United States. In addition, Kennedy also ordered the mobilization of 24 Air Force reserve squadrons, comprising 14,000 personnel and 300 transport aircraft, and accelerated implementation of the Polaris submarine program, increasing the number of ballistic-missile submarines in active service from the originally planned three to nine. Through these measures, the United States made clear to the Soviet Union its determination to eliminate the offensive missiles deployed in Cuba, even at the cost of war. Third, it made full use of and exploited every favorable factor available to it. Compared with the Soviet Union, the United States held an advantageous position in many respects. Most notably, the United States enjoyed the geographic advantage of proximity to Cuba, whereas the Soviet Union was 11,000 kilometers away, its maritime and air lines of communication long and fragile. On this point, Khrushchev wrote in a letter to Castro: “It must be said that, in this contest, the conditions facing the socialist camp are highly unfavorable… if the imperialists were to launch a war, and we did not take decisive measures to carry out a nuclear strike against the United States, then it would be extremely difficult, unimaginably difficult, even impossible, for the Soviet Union to provide the necessary assistance to the Cuban revolution. And to compete with the Americans on this terrain would be utterly absurd and unthinkable.” In addition, the United States launched a public-opinion offensive, appealing to its own citizens and to the entire world to support American efforts to eliminate the missiles in Cuba, seeking to isolate the Soviet Union and Cuba to the greatest possible extent. Britain, France, Canada, and others made clear their support for the American position; Guinea and Algeria in Africa both assured Kennedy that they would not permit Soviet aircraft to land and refuel on their territory. Out of consideration for regional security, the Organization of American States passed a resolution by a vote of 19 to 0, imposing sanctions on Cuba and demanding that the Soviet Union immediately dismantle and remove all missiles from Cuba. At the United Nations, U.S. representative Adlai Stevenson presented photographic evidence of the Soviet missiles to the assembled national representatives, delivering, before the eyes of the world’s public, a powerful blow to the Soviet representative’s attempts at denial, and greatly strengthening the American position. Relying on its position of advantage in actual strength, and on the resolve it displayed in wielding that strength, the United States adopted what has been called “the art of deliberately pushing a crisis to the brink of war in order to force the adversary to back down,” compelling the Soviet Union to agree to withdraw all its missiles, and thereby averting the danger of nuclear war that hung by a hair’s breadth.



(2) The restraint and forbearance of both heads of state were the key factor in the peaceful resolution of the crisis

At the end of the Second World War, the United States carried out nuclear strikes against Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Japan, and the enormous destructive and lethal power of nuclear war was, for the first time, laid bare before the eyes of the world. The Cuban Missile Crisis once again brought humanity to the brink of nuclear war. On this question, the leaders of the United States and the Soviet Union shared a common fear of nuclear war, and neither wished to see the situation develop to a point beyond control; as a result, in their concrete actions, both sides maintained an attitude of restraint and forbearance, doing everything possible to avoid an escalation of the conflict, and striving to reduce the risk of war. As U.S. Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara later remarked of the Cuban Missile Crisis: all three countries, in the decisions they made before and during the crisis, were led astray by mistaken information, mistaken judgments, and mistaken deliberations. Yet despite one error compounding another, all these errors were ultimately brought to a halt in the face of the catastrophic consequences of nuclear war. In this sense, it was not Kennedy, nor Khrushchev, but nuclear war itself that stopped the outbreak of nuclear war.

During the crisis, although Kennedy was eager to “lay his cards on the table” openly to demonstrate American strength, he opposed taking drastic measures — such as an invasion or an air strike — that might provoke an “overreaction” from the Soviet Union, preferring instead to choose the blockade option, allowing the situation to develop step by step, so as to give the other side ample time to consider the consequences of every action, while at the same time doing everything he could to prevent a catastrophic incident from occurring for reasons of “security” or “face.” On October 23, President Kennedy heeded the advice of the British ambassador, reducing the distance of the interception line from 1,440 kilometers to 900 kilometers, in order to give the Soviet Union more time for analysis and deliberation. Kennedy later, in discussing the lessons of the missile crisis, emphasized: “The most important thing is that, when defending our own vital interests, the great nuclear powers must avoid this kind of confrontation, one that forces the other side to choose between a humiliating retreat and a nuclear war.”

Khrushchev, like Kennedy, was clear-eyed about the consequences of nuclear war. He said: “It’s not that we cannot adopt such decisive measures, but that we must remain calm, and carefully weigh the advantages and disadvantages, because this could trigger a world nuclear war.” As for his original intentions, what he sought to pursue was by no means an action aimed at confronting the United States, but rather “a course of action capable both of dealing with the American threat and of avoiding war.” And when the serious consequences produced by a rash decision forced him to choose between retreat and war, he wisely chose the former. During the crisis, an American U-2 aircraft, while carrying out a mission over Cuba, was shot down by a Soviet-made surface-to-air missile, causing the situation to suddenly grow far more severe. Afterward, Khrushchev was furious that Soviet forces had launched a missile to shoot down the American aircraft without his authorization. During the period when American and Soviet forces faced off at sea over the U.S. “quarantine” of Cuba, six Soviet Foxtrot-class attack submarines were forced to surface, one of which had sustained damage. He, too, made no public statement about this, but quietly let the matter subside.



(3) The exchange of information and communication during crisis management allowed the two sides to negotiate and reach an understanding

In the course of handling the Cuban Missile Crisis, the top levels of the American and Soviet governments consistently maintained a high degree of open and transparent channels of information. Kennedy and Khrushchev communicated directly with each other, Attorney General Robert Kennedy conducted secret negotiations, and the two sides also maintained communication with the Soviet side through channels such as the Organization of American States and the United Nations, ensuring the accuracy and smooth flow of information exchange, and making certain concessions in a timely manner in response to Soviet reactions. On October 26, Alexander Feklisov, a KGB officer stationed at the Soviet embassy in Washington, made secret contact with ABC News correspondent John Scali, proposing for the first time that the Soviet Union would withdraw its missiles from Cuba, on the condition that the United States guarantee it would not invade Cuba. The U.S. State Department showed great interest in this proposal. On the 27th, in his letter to Kennedy, Khrushchev reiterated that the weapons the Soviet Union had provided to Cuba were “only intended to strengthen its defensive capability, since Cuba possessed no offensive weapons whatsoever.” Khrushchev said that the American deployment of missiles in countries neighboring the Soviet Union made the Soviet Union feel uneasy. Khrushchev proposed: “We agree to withdraw from Cuba the means that you consider offensive. We agree to bring this about, and to declare this commitment at the United Nations. The American representative would need to declare that: in consideration of Soviet security and concerns, the United States will withdraw these same means from Turkey; the Soviet Union will pledge, within the scope of the Security Council, to declare its respect for the inviolability of Turkey’s territory and sovereignty.” He emphasized that the United States should also issue a similar declaration. On the 27th, Kennedy responded to the private letter Khrushchev had sent him, proposing that if the Soviet Union would withdraw, under United Nations observation and supervision, the weapons systems it had deployed in Cuba, and pledge not to transport such weapons into Cuba again, the United States would agree to: “immediately lift the quarantine measures currently in effect,” and “provide a guarantee not to invade Cuba.” Robert Kennedy met with the Soviet ambassador, demanding that the Soviet Union withdraw its missiles from Cuba within 48 hours, while stating that “the United States cannot make the decision to withdraw its missiles from Turkey under the pressure of threats,” so as to avoid creating an unfavorable impression diplomatically and among its Western allies. But he also told the ambassador that “President Kennedy has long been eager to withdraw these missiles from Turkey.” On October 28, Khrushchev, in a public radio address, openly responded to Kennedy, stating that the Soviet government had ordered the dismantling of the offensive weapons, and that they would be packed up and shipped back to the Soviet Union. In this public letter, Khrushchev reiterated that “the Soviet government had previously provided the Cuban government with economic assistance as well as weapons, because Cuba and its people had long faced the continuous threat of invasion.” Khrushchev criticized the American aircraft for violating Soviet and Cuban airspace, while also expressing his willingness to exchange views with Kennedy and work together to ease international tensions. Both of Khrushchev’s letters were published openly and broadcast in a timely manner. As for Kennedy’s reply of the 28th, he responded even before receiving the formal written text, with “Voice of America” providing simultaneous broadcast coverage. This special arrangement ensured that, during the crisis, each government could accurately learn the content of the other’s letters in real time, avoiding delays caused by procedural bottlenecks or inaccuracies in content that might lead to irrational decisions on either side. This approach also allowed other countries around the world to promptly and clearly understand the policies of the two nuclear superpowers, the United States and the Soviet Union, thereby dispelling their fears of secret dealings between the great powers. In turn, this also, to a certain degree, constrained the behavior of both the United States and the Soviet Union. At the same time, the leaders of both the United States and the Soviet Union also established a smooth, secret diplomatic channel, using it to privately resolve misunderstandings between the two sides in a timely manner, preventing the situation from continuing to deteriorate, and playing an extremely important role in defusing the crisis. During the crisis, U.S. Attorney General Robert Kennedy and Soviet Ambassador to the United States Anatoly Dobrynin met with each other almost every day to discuss the situation. Especially at critical moments, the contact between the two of them often served a vitally important “early warning” function. From October 15, when the United States confirmed that the Soviet Union had deployed missiles in Cuba, to October 28, when the United States and the Soviet Union reached a mutual compromise and understanding, a total of 13 days had elapsed. During this period, the two nuclear superpowers, the United States and the Soviet Union, stared each other down “eyeball to eyeball,” yet in the end, neither dared to take the fateful step across the line. On November 20, the United States announced the lifting of its naval blockade, and the Cuban Missile Crisis was formally declared at an end.





Chapter 115: The Use of the Law of War by the United States and Iraq during the Iraq War

(March – May 2003)

The law of war refers to the totality of binding principles, rules, regulations, and institutions, embodied in treaties and custom, that govern the relations between belligerent parties, between belligerents and neutral states, and the conduct of hostilities, during war and armed conflict. In the Iraq War, which broke out in March 2003, the United States and Iraq, each proceeding from its own strategic intentions, employed means of legal deterrence, attack, counterattack, and constraint around questions such as the legality and justness of military action, treating the law of war as a weapon for attacking the other side and protecting oneself, and waging a sharply pointed contest on the smokeless battlefield of legal warfare. The use of the law of war by the United States and Iraq, under the conditions of today’s international society, took on many new forms, new characteristics, and new methods. Studying and researching this case is intended to draw our attention to, and deepen our understanding of, the law of war.




I. The Main Dimensions in Which the United States and Iraq Applied the Law of War


(1) On the question of the legality of the war

The legality of a war is the fundamental yardstick for evaluating the reasonableness of the purposes for which the belligerent parties wage it. The Charter of the United Nations provides that, apart from military action decided upon or authorized by the UN Security Council, and individual or collective self-defense actions taken by member states when subjected to armed attack, all other wars are illegal wars of aggression, and will meet with the strong opposition, condemnation, and even sanction of the international community. In the Iraq War, the two belligerent parties, the United States and Iraq, first waged a contest over the question of the legality of the war.

The United States went to great lengths to construct justifications, arguing that its war against Iraq was legal. Before launching the war, the United States spent more than a year making legal preparations for military action against Iraq. After the September 11 attacks, the United States explicitly put forward the argument that weapons of mass destruction were a potential threat; in January 2002, in his State of the Union address, Bush put forward the “axis of evil” theory, listing North Korea, Iran, and Iraq as the “axis of evil”; in April 2002, the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace specially convened a panel of experts to discuss how the Bush administration should resolve the Iraq question, ultimately producing a 60-page research report, “Iraq: A New Plan,” providing advance legal-theoretical groundwork for Bush’s plan to “topple Saddam.” In May, Bush, in an address to the German parliament, put forward the concept of “preemption.” On June 1, in a speech at West Point, he elaborated further on this position. On September 20, the Bush administration submitted its “National Security Strategy of the United States” report to Congress, making the strategy of “preemption” the cornerstone of American national security strategy, establishing a domestic legal basis for its right of self-defense through “preemption.” On October 11, both houses of the U.S. Congress passed, by overwhelming majorities, a resolution granting President Bush the authority to use force against Iraq, giving the United States’ war of aggression against Iraq a domestic legal foundation. While carrying out these domestic legal preparations, the United States also actively sought to have the Security Council pass a resolution, in order to secure the legality of military action against Iraq. On November 8, 2002, the United States pressed the Security Council into passing the extremely harsh Resolution 1441. Even as Iraq actively cooperated with and implemented Resolution 1441, the United States, together with Britain and Spain, submitted to the United Nations a draft resolution amendment that, in substance, authorized military action against Iraq, and strongly demanded that “the Security Council fulfill its own responsibility.” When the UN Security Council failed to pass a resolution authorizing military action against Iraq, the United States and Britain, on the pretext that Iraq had failed to comply with Security Council Resolutions 678, 687, and 1441, proceeded directly to use force against Iraq. During the war, when the United States was unable to find the weapons of mass destruction it had hoped to find, in order to seek a legal basis for its military actions, the United States, together with Britain and Australia, sent letters to the UN Security Council, continuing to accuse Iraq of violating a series of resolutions passed by the United Nations after the 1991 Gulf War, on the grounds that Iraq had “substantively broken” the basis of the ceasefire between the U.S. and Iraq. John Negroponte, the U.S. permanent representative to the United Nations, wrote in his letter: “The Iraqi government has decided to forgo the final opportunity provided by UN Security Council Resolution 1441, and has also undeniably confirmed its violation of other UN resolutions. UN Security Council Resolution 687, adopted on April 3, 1991, set out in detail the series of obligations that Iraq was required to follow for its unconditional disarmament; Iraq’s observance and fulfillment of these obligations was the condition under which the United States and Iraq realized a ceasefire following the end of the Gulf War. Given that Iraq has substantively violated Security Council resolutions, the basis for the ceasefire no longer exists, and the use of force is thereby authorized.” U.S. Secretary of State Colin Powell, in an interview with Al Arabiya television on March 26, 2003, argued in his defense: “This war is being conducted under the authorization of UN Security Council Resolution 1441, as well as the previously adopted Resolutions 678 and 687. Therefore, this is a war being conducted with international authorization.”

Iraq, for its part, argued that, since the United States had not obtained UN Security Council authorization, the war constituted aggression against Iraq. Before the war, Iraq had adopted a relatively cooperative stance on the question of weapons inspections. It accepted the Security Council’s Resolution 1441 on weapons inspections, agreed to resume the UN weapons-inspection work that had been suspended for four years, even destroyed dozens of “noncompliant” Al Samoud-2 missiles, and agreed to allow American U-2 reconnaissance aircraft to conduct aerial surveillance of its territory. Through these actions, it sought to demonstrate to the world that Iraq had destroyed all its weapons of mass destruction, winning the sympathy and domestic public support of the great majority of countries. As soon as the war began, Iraq’s permanent representative to the United Nations sent a letter to the UN Secretary-General, condemning the United States’ attack on Iraq as a violation of international legal norms and demanding that the Security Council hold a debate on the matter. In the course of the war, Iraq repeatedly declared that it possessed no weapons of mass destruction. After the end of major combat operations, senior Iraqi officials captured by the United States likewise stated with one voice that “Iraq had no weapons of mass destruction,” and the United States thoroughly lost its justification for having launched the war, drawing condemnation from many countries. In this contest, Iraq won the support of its own domestic public opinion, and made full use of the strength of international society, placing the United States in an extremely passive position.



(2) On the question of methods and means of warfare

Restrictions on methods and means of warfare form the most important content of the rules of the law of war. Relevant treaties within the law of war provide that, in terms of the means used to harm the enemy, belligerents do not possess unlimited rights — that is, during wartime, the means and methods used to harm the enemy are subject to restrictions, prohibiting the use of weapons of mass destruction and weapons causing excessive cruelty, such as land mines (and sea mines), acoustic weapons, and incendiary weapons, and prohibiting the use of poison, chemical and biological weapons, and bacteriological weapons, among others.

One of the pretexts on which the United States attacked Iraq was that Iraq possessed “Scud” missiles and chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons. Before the war began, the United States had already secretly infiltrated special forces and CIA agents into Iraq to search for evidence of weapons of mass destruction and to gather related intelligence. As soon as the war began, the special operations units of the United States, Britain, and Australia concentrated their search on four locations in the western Iraqi desert believed most likely to be hiding weapons of mass destruction. The United States alone dispatched six well-trained intelligence teams to conduct a comprehensive search of 300 suspected sites. In addition, American forces also issued notices among the Iraqi population offering rewards for information on weapons of mass destruction.

Iraq firmly denied the American claim that it possessed weapons of mass destruction, and, up until the end of the war, never used any such weapons, thereby forcefully refuting the pretext the United States had so carefully constructed. Iraq also exposed the fact that the American and British forces had used, in the course of the war, depleted-uranium munitions, cluster bombs, pencil-shaped deceptive decoy munitions, and other weapons that did not conform to the principles of the law of war, and revealed that, in order to reduce the cost of casualties to its own forces, the American military had carried out large-scale “shock” strikes against important Iraqi military positions, facilities, and equipment, causing serious harm and destruction to civilians and to the natural environment — facts that won Iraq the sympathy of international society. In the contest over the legality of methods and means of warfare, the United States was no winner.



(3) On the question of the treatment of prisoners of war

The Geneva Convention relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of War, drafted in response to the atrocities committed against prisoners of war by German and Japanese fascist forces during the Second World War, sets out in detail the principles and rules for protecting prisoners of war and the treatment they are to receive, covering the definition of prisoners of war, their political treatment, food, clothing, housing, and transportation, sources of economic support, external relations, disciplinary punishment, judicial procedures, and the transfer and repatriation of prisoners. According to the provisions of the Prisoners of War Convention, prisoners of war should receive special protection, enjoy relatively favorable treatment, and be accorded a certain degree of respect. The struggle between the United States and Iraq over the question of prisoners of war was extremely intense.

On the one hand, both belligerent parties made full use of the protective function of the Prisoner of War Convention. As soon as the war began, the American-British coalition forces, in order to disintegrate Iraqi forces as quickly as possible, announced that the coalition forces planned to convene military legal advisors to ensure that officers and men complied with the 1950 Geneva Conventions and other international laws on prisoners of war, and would treat well any Iraqi soldiers who laid down their weapons and surrendered, while preparing to accept oversight from the International Committee of the Red Cross. Every major American television station continuously broadcast, throughout the war, footage of Iraqi soldiers raising white flags and surrendering, and selectively aired footage of American military doctors performing surgery on wounded Iraqi prisoners of war. The American-British coalition’s publicity of its policy of good treatment for prisoners of war indeed had a certain effect, to the point that instances occurred of Iraqi civilians disguising themselves as soldiers and surrendering in order to escape the harm of the fighting. Facing an enemy far superior in numbers and equipment, Saddam Hussein’s Iraqi forces, in order to preserve themselves, adopted a strategy of surrendering entire formations, forcing the American-British coalition forces to shoulder the burden of enormous numbers of prisoners of war. Seizing on the psychology of the American military and public’s fear of their own soldiers’ casualties, Saddam Hussein’s regime provided television media with footage of four male and one female American prisoners of war, footage that also included the bodies of some American soldiers. After the public exposure of these American captives, it had an adverse impact on both the American military and the American public, driving up domestic anti-war sentiment in the United States, heightening the fear felt by American officers and men, and placing the Bush administration in a difficult position it was unprepared to handle.

On the other hand, both sides also used the Prisoners of War Convention as a weapon to attack the other side. The United States warned the Saddam Hussein regime that it must comply with the Geneva Conventions on prisoners of war, must not humiliate prisoners, and must accord them humane treatment, and declared that anyone who mistreated American prisoners of war would be treated as a war criminal. General Peter Pace, Vice Chairman of the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff, said: “Iraq has committed many atrocities in this war — they have executed prisoners of war, used women and children as human shields, and Iraqi forces have first feigned surrender and then opened fire on American troops; this kind of conduct is disgusting.” In response to this American accusation, the Saddam Hussein regime countered by asserting that Iraq had not violated the Geneva Conventions, and that Iraq would treat American prisoners of war in accordance with the provisions of the Convention. Former Iraqi Defense Minister Sultan Hashim Ahmed stated that, in treating American and British prisoners of war, Iraq would abide by the relevant provisions of the Geneva Conventions, saying: “We have complied with the provisions of the Geneva Conventions. Our values, our principles, and our beliefs all require us to do so.” He further pointed out that the footage previously broadcast on television showing the bodies of American soldiers had been filmed on a battlefield near the southern Iraqi city of Nasiriyah. Iraqi officials had already signed an order deciding that, going forward, American and British soldiers killed in the fighting would be buried in accordance with their own religious customs, with Iraq’s Ministry of Religious Affairs specifically responsible for handling this matter, and cited as evidence the burial of two Apache helicopter pilots who had been shot down. In response to the American claim of treating Iraqi prisoners of war well, Al Jazeera television broadcast a set of footage filmed by an American war correspondent: a group of American soldiers putting hoods over the heads of some Iraqi prisoners of war, then binding their hands with plastic rope and dragging them onto vehicles like livestock, at times forcing the prisoners to kneel on the ground, treating them in a manner far from gentle — offered as a rebuttal to the American claims.



(4) On the question of the protection of civilians

One of the basic principles of international humanitarian law is to distinguish between combatants and civilians in war, in order to effectively protect the latter during war and armed conflict. As early as the 1899 Hague Convention Respecting the Laws and Customs of War on Land, protective provisions concerning civilian rights and interests had already been established, and the 1949 Geneva Convention relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War further set out in detail the responsibilities and obligations of belligerent parties to protect civilians and civilian objects. The basic provisions include: prohibiting attacks on civilian residents and individual civilians; prohibiting the compelling or directing of civilian residents or individual civilians to relocate in order to shield military targets from attack, or to shield military operations; protecting objects indispensable to the survival of the civilian population, such as food, farmland, drinking-water facilities, and irrigation works; and protecting installations and equipment containing dangerous forces, such as dams, dikes, and nuclear power stations.

The United States and Iraq, in the course of the war, both engaged in numerous acts of exploiting the rules of international law concerning the protection of civilians to gain military advantage. In its military operations during the Iraq War, the American military focused on destroying Iraq’s command organs, communication hubs, military bases, air-defense facilities, and the residences of senior Iraqi government officials, without carrying out large-scale destruction of civilian infrastructure such as Iraq’s electrical grid, bridges, and transportation hubs; nonetheless, the harm American forces caused to civilians and civilian objects still provoked the outrage of people around the world, who waged a legal battle against the American military on the basis of international law. David Wimhurst, spokesperson for the UN Office of the Humanitarian Coordinator for Iraq, stated with regard to an American aircraft’s attack on a bus carrying civilians fleeing the fighting on the Syrian side of the Iraq-Syria border: this act violated international law; under relevant international law, third-country nationals and those wishing to seek refuge in neighboring countries have the right to leave Iraq without being attacked by either belligerent party, and this attack demonstrated that this right had already been seriously violated. Before the war, Iraq, anticipating the inevitability of war and the hopelessness of achieving victory, positioned some of its heavy military equipment near locations such as dams and power stations, precisely in order to exploit the international-law rules concerning the protection of civilian objects, using the mutual protection between vital civilian and livelihood infrastructure and important defense-related military equipment. Iraq made use of the absence, within the law of war, of any prohibition on soldiers and civilians carrying out suicide attacks, and the absence of any prohibition on civilians using armed force to resist an invading force, to call on civilians to rise up and resist the invaders and to carry out suicide attacks against American forces. The suicide attacks launched by Iraqi forces made it difficult for American forces to distinguish friend from foe. When American forces struck civilian targets, causing large numbers of civilian casualties, Iraq would promptly expose the American side’s unlawful conduct, and, through television broadcasts of civilian homes destroyed by coalition bombing and images of dead and wounded women and children, subjected the American side to strong condemnation from international society. For instance, an incident in which American forces opened fire on a civilian vehicle, killing seven Iraqi women and children and wounding two others, left civilians’ right to protection with no guarantee whatsoever.





II. The Methods and Characteristics of the Application of the Law of War by the United States and Iraq


(1) The United States seized the initiative and moved preemptively, while Iraq responded as opportunities arose, proceeding cautiously step by step

Before dispatching its troops, the United States fabricated legal justifications, doing everything in its power to interpret international law in accordance with its own intentions, in order to seize the advantage in legal argumentation. The United States concocted the “axis of evil” theory and the theory of “preemption,” emphasizing the exercise of the “right of self-defense.” It vigorously sought UN authorization, treating the United Nations as a tool for advancing its own foreign policy, and worked hard to have the Security Council pass a resolution authorizing its military action, in order to give its deployment of troops the appearance of legitimate cause. The United States alternately pressured and courted the six swing countries on the Security Council, resorting to means ranging from open bribery to covert electronic eavesdropping — sparing no method whatsoever. Although it failed to achieve its goal, it did win the support and endorsement of countries such as Australia, Britain, Japan, and Israel. In order to demonstrate to the world an image of compliance with the law of war, it also, for the first time, broke with precedent by allowing more than 500 journalists to be embedded with its forces, in order to “supervise” the legality of its military operations. Iraq rebutted and exposed these American accusations and actions, declaring that the American-British coalition forces were engaged in “open aggression,” and calling on the Security Council to put a stop to it.

In the course of the war, the American-British coalition forces carried out precision strikes in order to achieve their strategic objectives while reducing civilian casualties. The American-British coalition forces employed a great deal of new equipment, new technology, and new methods, improving the precision of their strikes from the air. According to statistics, nearly 90% of the munitions used by American forces during the war were precision-guided, which the United States used to tout its compliance with the law of war and its protection of civilians. Iraq, for its part, adopted a strategy of dispersing and “blurring” military targets, evading strikes. Drawing on the lesson of the previous Gulf War, when its forces had been slaughtered in the desert and on open plains, Iraq withdrew and redeployed its forces to positions in or near cities and residential areas, disguising and deploying important military equipment within residential areas, mixing military equipment together with civilian facilities, making it difficult for American forces to detect them, and, even when detected, difficult to strike precisely without causing mistaken casualties. At the same time, Iraq made full use of the media to expose the serious civilian casualties and destruction of civilian facilities caused by the American side’s so-called precision strikes, exposing to the world the ugly conduct of the American-British coalition forces and their trampling of the law of war, placing the United States in a passive position both politically and morally.



(2) The United States and Iraq each went to great lengths to embellish themselves, deter the other side, and win over neutral parties

Wartime practice shows that, even when one belligerent party violates the law of war, it will still rack its brains to find “legal” grounds within the law of war to defend itself — this too is a basic pattern of legal warfare between belligerent parties. In the Iraq War, both the United States and Iraq used various means to embellish themselves, deter the other side, and win over neutral parties.

First, embellishing themselves. In the course of the war, the United States went to great lengths to tout the precision of its weapons, and provided timely humanitarian assistance, shaping an image of itself as a “righteous army.” The United States and Britain repeatedly declared that they would use “smart” precision-guided bombs against Iraqi military targets, in order to minimize accidental harm to civilians, and worked hard to spread the myth that the Iraq War would create, in human history, the first instance of “avoiding humanitarian catastrophe through the use of precision-guided weapons.” They held numerous press conferences and media interviews, broadcasting footage of how American soldiers treated Iraqi civilians and examined sick Iraqi children; mainstream media outlets such as the Washington Post and the New York Times repeatedly ran large photographs of American military medical personnel treating wounded Iraqi civilians and Iraqi children kissing American soldiers, reporting various touching stories of American forces caring for and providing humanitarian relief to civilians. The American government provided Iraq with aid worth several hundred million dollars. Due to constraints of its own conditions, Iraq, for its part, exploited the law of war’s provisions on civilian protection during the fighting, disguising fighters as civilians or dressing them in civilian clothing in order to open fire on American and British forces, while also adopting tactics of mutual-destruction suicide attacks. In response to American accusations, Iraq argued in its defense: “This is not a terrorist attack, but rather the legitimate self-defense of the Iraqi people resisting an invading force. Since Iraq cannot match the United States in terms of weapons and equipment, it therefore has the right to adopt any and all means capable of eliminating the enemy.” In response to the American claim that Iraq did not treat its prisoners well, Iraq countered that it had not violated the Prisoners of War Convention, not only promising to treat American and British prisoners of war in accordance with the relevant conventions, but also providing prisoners with the best-quality food available. According to American officers and men rescued by coalition forces, Iraq had indeed not inflicted injury on its prisoners, and had provided them with relatively good living conditions; some American prisoners of war were even released.

Second, deterring the other side. In order to prevent Iraq from using biological or chemical weapons in violation of the Biological Weapons Convention and the Chemical Weapons Convention, the American-British coalition forces warned Iraq in no uncertain terms “not to use chemical weapons,” or else the American military would carry out “retaliatory action.” Bush warned Iraqi officers and men “not to obey any order requiring you to use weapons of mass destruction against anyone. Such war-crime activities will be prosecuted, and war criminals will be brought to justice — at that point, saying ‘I was only following orders’ will not absolve you of responsibility.” U.S. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld sharply criticized Iraq for allowing the filming of footage of prisoners of war, condemning Al Jazeera television’s broadcast of related footage and the conduct of Iraqi officials, and warning Iraq that the Saddam Hussein regime should comply with the Geneva Conventions on prisoners of war, must not humiliate prisoners, and must accord them humane treatment. Even U.S. President Bush personally came forward to declare: those who mistreated American prisoners of war would be treated as war criminals. The United States labeled “suicide attacks” as terrorism, explicitly condemning the actions of Iraqi soldiers feigning surrender and disguising themselves as civilians while fighting as “treacherous” war crimes, violating the rules set out in Articles 37 and 38 of the First Additional Protocol relating to the Protection of Victims of International Armed Conflicts, concerning the protection of the wounded, the sick, prisoners of war, civilians, and the use of distinctive emblems, and declared that anyone engaging in such conduct, once captured, would not be treated as a prisoner of war. In response to the possibility of an American-British invasion, Iraq stated: the Iraqi people would never allow this war to turn into a picnic outing for American and British soldiers. This land would always stand in solidarity with, and fight side by side with, its rightful master! Saddam Hussein warned that, once the United States declared war on Iraq, the war would unfold in every corner of the world. During the war, Iraqi Minister of Information Muhammad Saeed al-Sahhaf threatened that Iraq would launch attacks against American forces using unconventional means. This once caused the coalition forces to hesitate to act rashly.

Third, winning over neutral parties. Both the United States and Iraq placed great emphasis on winning over various neutral countries, in order to gain the support of international strength. Relying on its powerful national strength, the United States demanded that neutral countries declare war on Iraq, and called on governments around the world to freeze the assets held by Iraqi President Saddam Hussein within their countries. Participating countries such as Australia and Finland adopted measures expelling Iraqi diplomats. When the United States discovered that Russia and Syria had sold night-vision goggles and other combat materiel to Iraq, it promptly summoned the Russian ambassador and issued a warning to Syria, preventing conduct harmful to American military interests from occurring. The United States also repeatedly warned Syria and Lebanon not to harbor fleeing Iraqi leaders, and warned Iran and Syria not to permit their own citizens to cross the border to support Iraq, or else they would have to bear responsibility for their own conduct — forcing Iran and Syria to close their borders and prevent citizens from crossing over to assist Iraq.



(3) Both sides attached great importance to news propaganda and psychological deterrence, in order to strengthen the effect of legal warfare

Both sides went to great lengths to use media means to publicize their own compliance with the law, while condemning the other side’s violation of the law, effectively combining legal warfare with media warfare and public-opinion warfare. The American government made use of the news media to carry out all-around psychological deterrence against Iraq. According to incomplete American media reports, American forces dropped more than 1.2 million leaflets over Iraq, attacking the cruelty and illegitimacy of the Saddam Hussein regime, seeking to induce Iraqi soldiers to surrender, achieving the goal of subduing the enemy’s troops without fighting. During the war, American forces and American media also repeatedly and extensively publicized the power of precision-guided munitions and the unstoppable momentum of American forces, likewise aiming to strike at Iraqi morale, destroy the Saddam Hussein regime’s will to fight, and force Iraqi forces to give up resistance. Norman Schwarzkopf, the overall commander of “Operation Desert Storm” in the Gulf War, remarked on the effectiveness of this approach: “One can well imagine the psychological impact. He [Saddam Hussein] now knows that it was someone close to him who exposed his whereabouts — how could he not feel his heart in his throat going forward?” Iraq, for its part, also achieved historically unprecedented results in using the news media to carry out counter-psychological deterrence. After the war began, Iraq continuously reported to international society the tragic scenes of civilian casualties caused by American bombing, intending to expose American violations of the law of war, win international public-opinion support, and force the United States and Britain to end the war as quickly as possible. Iraq also used television broadcasts to continuously publicize news of Iraqi military victories and American casualties, airing footage of American prisoners of war, hoping thereby to increase domestic anti-war sentiment within the United States. In particular, when Iraq’s official television station broadcast footage of Saddam Hussein meeting with senior generals, it arranged for the female general Huda Salih Mahdi Ammash, known as “Mrs. Anthrax,” to be seated beside Saddam Hussein — an act that caused panic among American forces, who believed it a harbinger of an impending Iraqi biological- or chemical-weapons attack, and urgently ordered front-line officers and men to don protective chemical-warfare suits. This can be described as a classic example of counter-psychological warfare.





III. Commentary

Both the United States and Iraq attached great importance to the application of the law of war during the Iraq War; behind the smokeless battlefield, an intense contest of legal warfare likewise unfolded. This legal warfare possessed new forms, characteristics, and effects under the conditions of today’s international society, and played a certain role in supporting, constraining, and deterring both belligerent parties. In this account of the “Iraq War” case, we have specifically drawn out this particular dimension to devote to it a separate chapter, in the hope of drawing the attention and understanding of our army’s senior and mid-level commanders, strengthening the study and practice of the law of war, and working to raise our capacity to apply the law of war in modern informatized warfare.


(1) Both sides’ application of the law of war constrained belligerent conduct to a certain degree, helping to reduce humanitarian catastrophe

The law of war is rooted in armed conflict and interactions between states, and, in essence, reflects the mutual coordination and compromise of the wills of various nations; its binding force derives mainly from the voluntary compliance of nations. Whether the law of war can truly take effect is also closely tied to the international political landscape, the strength of the belligerent parties, and their relative standing vis-à-vis one another. In the Iraq War, the law of war played an important role in constraining the belligerent conduct of the United States and Iraq and in reducing humanitarian catastrophe.

It constrained belligerent conduct. Although the United States launched an illegal war, it did not dare to act with complete disregard for the rules of the law of war. Before the war, the Pentagon dispatched dozens of legal advisors to command posts at every level in the Gulf region, to ensure the legality of the targets to be struck; these legal advisors even took part in verifying the weapons to be used against the targets in question. Before and during the war, Bush repeatedly declared that “Operation Iraqi Freedom” was directed against Saddam Hussein and his supporters, not against ordinary civilians. In carrying out its military strikes against Iraq, the United States tried as far as possible to use precision-guided weapons, concentrating its strikes on military targets, in order to reduce the destruction of civilian public facilities such as ancient monuments, hospitals, and schools, as well as collateral civilian casualties. Iraq, for its part, in order to win the sympathy of international society and to prolong the war as long as possible, likewise did not, unlike during the Gulf War, openly take hostages as “human shields” or set fire to large numbers of oil wells; on the contrary, it repeatedly reaffirmed its adherence to the law of war.

It reduced humanitarian catastrophe. Under pressure from international public opinion, both belligerent parties adopted certain measures aimed, as far as possible, at not violating the rules of humanitarian protection, in order to reduce the disasters caused by the war. After the American-British coalition forces occupied Iraq, they did not engage in the kind of anti-humanitarian conduct that Iraq had displayed after occupying Kuwait, such as openly murdering Kuwaiti citizens, deliberately destroying facilities essential to daily life, forcibly relocating children, taking hostages, and torture. On the contrary, they adopted certain measures to restore infrastructure damaged by the war and to carry out humanitarian relief, which, to a certain degree, reduced the suffering the war inflicted on the Iraqi people. In the course of the war, both sides’ treatment of prisoners of war was also relatively decent. For instance, the American military claimed to have provided all prisoners of war with blankets, food, and sanitary supplies, and to have conducted medical examinations of prisoners; in order to demonstrate its strict compliance with the Geneva Convention relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of War, it also agreed, in accordance with the Convention’s provisions, to allow personnel from the International Committee of the Red Cross to visit places where Iraqi prisoners of war were being held during the war. Iraq, for its part, did not inflict injury upon its prisoners, and provided them with relatively good living conditions; some American prisoners of war were released.



(2) Both sides’ application of the law of war brought a great shock to international law

In armed conflict, the flexible and thorough application of international law, combining armed struggle with legal struggle, is a notable characteristic of military conflict since the end of the Cold War. In the Iraq War, the American and Iraqi sides’ application of the law of war brought a certain shock and impact to international law.

It changed the standard for the use of force. The reason the United States gave for attacking Iraq was that Iraq had violated the ceasefire agreement passed by the United Nations after the 1991 Gulf War, but in substance, this was the implementation of its strategy of “preventive self-defense.” America’s theory of “preemption for the sake of ‘peace’” took the pretext of “counter-terrorism self-defense” and arbitrarily rewrote the objective standard for the right of self-defense set out in Article 51 of the Charter into a subjective standard, in order to “manufacture” a “new” legal basis for the use of force abroad. This conduct broke through the restrictions and constraints that existing international law places on the use of force, greatly shaking the theoretical cornerstone of the law of war concerning the prohibition of the unlawful use of force, and overturning the entire body of the law of war built up since the 19th century, and particularly since the Second World War. Gustavo Palacio Vindas, a Costa Rican expert in international law and professor of public international law at Columbia University, pointed out that the current Iraq War is a war of aggression, and that its theory of the “war of preemption” has set the progress of international law back by a full century.

It shook the basic principles of the law of war. High-technology warfare centered on information technology has brought an unprecedented shock to the basic principles of traditional law of war, causing a serious imbalance between “military necessity” and “humanitarian protection.” In the course of the war, American forces destroyed Iraq’s radio and television relay stations, communication facilities, telephone exchange equipment, and other information systems. These facilities, particularly the electrical grid, are closely tied to the daily lives of the population, and their destruction brought disaster to the Iraqi people.

It weakened the strength of humanitarian protection. With the development of science and technology and the rise in people’s standard of living, electricity, coal, natural gas, and the like have also become indispensable necessities of daily life, yet these materials also play a direct and important supporting role in military activities, making it impossible to protect them in accordance with traditional rules. In the course of the war, American forces used many high-technology weapons not explicitly regulated under the law of war, such as “bunker-buster thermobaric bombs.” This type of bomb burrows into the interior of an underground target before detonating; the enormous energy it releases produces extreme heat and pressure within a confined space, causing people to suffocate and die from the pressure, making humanitarian protection for combatants impossible to achieve.



(3) Both sides’ application of the law of war weakened the standing and role of the United Nations

The Iraq War was launched by the United States without the authorization of the United Nations. It violated the principles set out in the UN Charter concerning the peaceful resolution of international disputes and respect for national sovereignty and territorial integrity, setting a terrible precedent of disregarding UN authority. Resolution 1441, adopted by the UN Security Council at the end of 2002, put forward “a warning that Iraq would face serious consequences if it continued to violate its obligations.” The United States, Britain, and other countries held that this meant military action could be taken against Iraq. However, the warning set out in Resolution 1441 was a political means for resolving the crisis over Iraqi weapons inspections, and was by no means a legal basis for the United States and Britain to launch a war against Iraq. In the absence of explicit authorization from the UN Security Council, the Iraq War launched by the United States and Britain could only be regarded as unilateral military action taken by the United States and Britain to achieve their own political objectives and economic interests. This posed a serious threat to the authority of the United Nations, and to the principle of the inviolability of national sovereignty and the system of collective security that had taken shape over the long period since the Second World War. Anti-war sentiment around the world was directed squarely at the war conduct of the American government; among the 15 members of the UN Security Council, the majority of member states, as well as important regional international organizations such as the Arab League and the European Union, all expressed opposition to or reservations about this war. On April 9, 2003, Swedish Prime Minister Göran Persson stated in Stockholm that he hoped a tragedy like the Iraq War would never happen again.





Part Fifteen: Non-War Military Operations




Chapter 116: The Former Soviet Union’s Chernobyl Nuclear Accident Rescue Operation

(April 26 – December 1986)

At around 1:23 AM on April 26, 1986, an explosion occurred at the Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant in the former Soviet Union. More than 8 tons of highly radioactive material was released, with a total radiation output equivalent to more than 200 times that of the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima, Japan; within ten days, radioactive dust had drifted across most of Europe. The Chernobyl nuclear power plant accident caused major casualties and ecological disaster, and stands as the most serious nuclear-leak accident in history. The armed forces of the former Soviet Union played an active and important role in the rescue operation, making enormous contributions to rescuing disaster victims and preventing ecological catastrophe; on the whole, their achievements were the primary outcome, and this episode offers useful lessons for our army in carrying out diversified military tasks in peacetime, disaster-relief operations in particular.




I. Review of the Nuclear Accident

The Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant is located 130 kilometers north of Kyiv, capital of the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic within the former Soviet Union, and was a well-known large civilian energy-industry facility. The plant had six reactors either completed or under construction, each with an installed capacity of 1 million kilowatts. The reactor that exploded was Reactor No. 4. This was a “pressurized-tube graphite-moderated boiling-water reactor” (RBMK-1000), which had entered service in 1983; it was scheduled to be shut down for maintenance and inspection on April 26, 1986, and to undergo a turbine-generator operational test.

In the early morning hours of April 26, 1986, the Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant was, as on any other day, brightly lit, with every department operating normally. At exactly 1:00 AM, following instructions from plant director Viktor Bryukhanov, staff began preparing to conduct a special electrical test on the No. 4 generating unit under low-power operating conditions. The test personnel maintained the reactor at 200 megawatts of power. At 1:03 and 1:07, in addition to the six main circulating pumps already in operation (three on each loop), one additional pump was started on each loop. As a result, the void fraction in the reactor core decreased, and, to maintain power, the automatic control rods were raised to their upper limit position. Moreover, the operating personnel had to manually raise the control rods further in order to adjust the power level. At 1:23:04, under these conditions, the operating personnel closed the steam stop-and-control valve on turbine generator No. 8, beginning the test. As a result, the turbine generator began to coast down (its inertial rotational force decreasing), and the flow rate through the reactor core began to decrease; consequently, as the void fraction in the core increased, power began to rise slowly. At 1:23:44, seeing this, the operating personnel pressed the emergency reactor shutdown button. But this failed to suppress the rise in power, and the situation spun out of control (some operating personnel have also said that, since the test had already been completed, the button was pressed calmly as a matter of routine). Because the insertion of the control rods was carried out manually (the insertion mechanism completed its slow insertion over 18 to 20 seconds), the hollow portion of the rods and the temporary displacement of coolant caused the reactivity to increase. This increased energy caused deformation of the control-rod channels. Once inserted, the rods became jammed, able to enter only one-third of the way into the channel, and were therefore unable to halt the reaction. At 1:23:47, the reactor’s power surged to approximately 30 gigawatts, ten times the normal operating value. This resulted in damage to the joints of most of the zirconium fuel channels and the cooling-water inlet steel pipes, causing massive leakage of high-pressure cooling water, which instantly turned to steam, triggering a steam explosion. At this point the reactor core lost all coolant entirely, and reactivity rose at an extremely rapid rate, causing the fuel within the fuel assemblies to vaporize; the rapid expansion of this fuel vapor triggered a massive explosion, igniting the graphite and melting the reactor core. In the explosion, the 1,000-ton reactor lid was blown off, all the piping within the reactor was severed, the reactor building collapsed, and the refueling machine and crane crashed down onto the core, causing further damage to the core and igniting a raging fire within the reactor. At the time, flames shot from the top of the blown-open building to a height of more than 30 meters. The night sky was lit up as bright as day; fragments of nuclear fuel and highly radioactive graphite blocks were hurled out and scattered around the reactor. Temperatures of 2,000 degrees Celsius and radiation doses as high as 10,000 roentgens per hour engulfed everything at the site; billows of thick smoke poured from the reactor, enveloping the entire power plant and spreading in every direction.

The leak from the Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant brought extremely serious environmental contamination, causing enormous harm to the people and livestock of the radiation-affected zone. It directly caused 30 acute fatalities, of whom 2 died respectively from the explosion itself and from a heart attack, while the remaining 28 died at treatment centers; all the deceased were plant staff and firefighting personnel. Several hundred people at the scene received treatment and were hospitalized for observation after acute radiation exposure that day, of whom 237 exhibited acute radiation symptoms, and 134 were ultimately diagnosed with acute radiation sickness. The accident contaminated 23% of the territory of Belarus, 5% of the territory of Ukraine, and 1.5% of the territory of Russia, producing a radioactive cloud that crossed all of Europe, exposing more than 3.2 million people to nuclear radiation. Ukraine’s Ministry of Health announced in 2003 that, out of Ukraine’s total population of 48 million, 2.5 million people — including 473,400 children — remained under medical monitoring as nuclear-radiation victims. After the accident, more than 120,000 people were relocated out of the disaster zone, with about 116,000 people evacuated immediately from the area surrounding the reactor; after 1986, a further roughly 220,000 people were relocated from the affected areas. To clean up the nuclear contamination from the Chernobyl accident, the government of the former Soviet Union successively mobilized more than 600,000 people to take part in the cleanup work.

As of today, among the cleanup personnel, the number of Russian deaths has exceeded 10,000, and the disability rate has reached 27%. The disease incidence rate among cleanup workers and residents of the contaminated areas has exceeded the national average, with respiratory disease increasing by 21.1%, cardiovascular disease by 12.1%, and sensory-organ disease by 11%; the incidence of thyroid cancer has multiplied several times over, and suicides among cleanup workers have been common. Large quantities of radioactive dust also contaminated countries in Northern and Eastern-Western Europe, including Sweden, Denmark, Finland, and countries of the European Community. The direct economic losses caused by the Chernobyl nuclear accident reached 2 billion rubles; combined with the losses the Soviet Union suffered in tourism, foreign trade, and agriculture, the total may have reached several hundred billion rubles.




II. Emergency Rescue Actions Taken

After the accident, the former Soviet Union immediately established a government commission headed by Deputy Chairman of the Council of Ministers Boris Shcherbina, which rushed to the scene to take direct charge of handling the accident. The Soviet Communist Party Politburo established a leadership group headed by Chairman of the Council of Ministers Nikolai Ryzhkov. In addition, a government investigative commission was established, including expert scholars and officials from relevant departments; while doing everything possible to organize firefighting and containment efforts, a series of measures were also adopted to mitigate the degree of harm.


(1) Controlling the mass spread of radioactive material

After the accident, more than 30 fires broke out within the plant building. The government of the former Soviet Union mobilized large numbers of firefighting personnel to take part in extinguishing the blaze. By 5:00 AM on April 26, the main fire had essentially been put out. However, radioactive material within the reactor continued to be released outward without interruption. In order to control the continued spread of this radioactive material, the government of the former Soviet Union deployed 300 sorties of military helicopters, which, within two weeks of the accident, air-dropped a total of 5,000 tons of boron sand, clay, dolomite, lead, and other materials; the release of radioactive material gradually decreased. By early May, radioactive emissions had already fallen to a few hundred curies per day and night. To avoid leaving any lingering danger, the Soviet government decided to pour a thick layer of concrete beneath the reactor’s foundation, to isolate the reactor base from the soil below. The government authorities drew large numbers of mine workers from various regions, who excavated a diagonal tunnel shaft 1.8 meters in diameter and 136 meters long, running directly to the base of the reactor. Because the miners were working under conditions of severe contamination, they worked in eight shifts per day, each shift lasting three hours; each construction team worked for only 15 days before being rotated out. In June 1986, this arduous and extraordinary engineering project was completed. Following this, great effort was also devoted to protecting water sources: in severely contaminated areas, plastic film was used to collect contaminants, interception barriers were built along relevant rivers, and anti-seepage walls were constructed around the plant perimeter — measures that effectively protected the water sources.



(2) Relocating residents of the severely affected disaster zone

The area within a 30-kilometer radius of the power plant was the most severely affected disaster zone, with radiation intensity exceeding 15 curies per square kilometer. To safeguard the health of residents in this area, the government urgently mobilized, from Kyiv and elsewhere, 1,218 large buses and 300 trucks, and within three hours completely evacuated the 40,000 family members of plant workers living in the nearby town of Pripyat. Within just a few days, 150,000 residents within a 30-kilometer radius of the destroyed nuclear power plant were evacuated to safety, and forced relocation was carried out against those unwilling to move. At the same time, based on maps showing the intensity of radiation contamination across Russia, Belarus, and Ukraine, exclusion zones were delineated, disaster-zone residents were relocated, and production activities within the disaster zone were restricted. Seven monitoring stations were established around the plant site to conduct continuous environmental monitoring. Strict control was exercised over the entry of personnel, vehicles, and equipment into the contaminated zone, with contamination checks carried out. Within the territory of the former Soviet Union, monitoring efforts mobilized more than 7,000 radiation laboratories and health and epidemic-prevention stations, along with numerous radiation-safety experts. The former Soviet Union also organized 480 medical teams, who rushed to the disaster area to rescue the injured and conduct medical examinations of the more than 100,000 residents evacuated from around the nuclear power plant; more than 100 severely injured individuals were sent to Moscow for treatment.



(3) Constructing a containment structure over the reactor

The explosion completely destroyed Reactor No. 4; the plant’s degassing unit, machine hall, and surrounding buildings were also seriously damaged, and, most alarmingly, most of the nuclear fuel remaining within the reactor could explode again at any time. To prevent a further explosion of the reactor and to completely halt the continued leakage of radioactive material, the government decided to urgently construct a covering structure over the destroyed reactor. Working in multiple rotating shifts, cleanup personnel, operating in an environment where radiation intensity reached as high as 100 Gy (gray) per hour, spent half a year building a protective wall more than one meter thick around the building, sealing the entire reactor — what people came to call the “sarcophagus.” This project was completed at the end of December 1996 [1986], using a total of 7,000 tons of steel reinforcement bar and 410,000 cubic meters of concrete. The completed stone covering structure effectively halted the continued leakage of radioactive material.



(4) Urgently clearing radioactive material from the severely affected zone

The large quantities of radioactive material scattered across the areas surrounding the power plant became a new source of radiation. In order to eliminate these radioactive nuclides from the severely affected zone, the government urgently mobilized chemical-defense troops from the Ministry of Defense and civil-defense personnel, who scraped away the topsoil layer containing radioactive material and buried it in specially designed containers. Similar cleanup work was carried out repeatedly in a number of villages and areas. Cleanup personnel also used cloths to wipe down radioactive material inside the power plant. These cleanup measures greatly reduced the concentration of radioactive material in the soil and air. After the accident, the exploded No. 4 unit was sealed with steel and concrete, and the area within 30 kilometers of the power plant was designated a “no-entry zone.” According to reports, as late as 1989, the former Soviet Union was still carrying out work to remove radioactive contamination within the contaminated zone. According to analysis by relevant experts, the Chernobyl nuclear power plant leak will pose a hazard for at least 100 years.





III. The Main Actions of Soviet Forces in the Course of the Rescue Effort

The Soviet military’s rescue forces were an important part of the emergency rescue and disaster-relief effort at Chernobyl. The nuclear accident occurred, Moscow time, at approximately 1:23 AM; at 1:28, a 14-member military firefighting unit guarding the Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant, led by Lieutenant Vladimir Pravik, arrived at the scene of the accident. Having swiftly and accurately assessed the situation, he dispatched personnel to first extinguish the fire on the roof of the turbine-generator hall, in order to cut off the threat it posed to the remaining generating units. At 1:35, a ten-member internal-security unit of the integrated military fire brigade of the town of Pripyat, led by Lieutenant Viktor Kibenok, arrived at the scene of the fire; this small team reconnoitered the fire conditions at the nearby reactor building, and determined the correct positions for laying hoses. At 1:40, Major Leonid Telyatnikov, who was off duty at the time, arrived at the scene of the accident and took the initiative to assume overall command of the firefighting effort. Even as large quantities of radioactive material continued to be released without interruption, staff, braving enormous danger, closed off relevant valves, and firefighters, braving the searing heat billowing up toward them, climbed onto the roof to suppress flames dozens of meters high. They used their gloved hands to clear away explosion debris; their boots became soaked in melting asphalt. At 2:10, firefighters extinguished the fire on the roof of the turbine-generator hall. Later, when the chemical-defense troops arrived, having specialized protective equipment, the situation began to improve. It was only once the follow-on rescue forces arrived at the scene that overall command was assumed by the corresponding commanding officers. On April 27, after conducting a detailed survey of the Chernobyl plant site and its surroundings, the air force drew up a diagram for the aerial dumping of covering material onto the reactor. That day, 45 helicopters dropped 65 tons of covering material onto Unit No. 4. At first, the helicopters flew directly over the reactor, with crew members visually estimating where to drop the covering material. To make this dumping more effective, some enterprises in Kyiv and elsewhere urgently manufactured containers and suspension equipment for delivering covering material onto the reactor. Helicopters worked around the clock, dumping fill material over the reactor, gradually reducing the amount of radioactive material in the atmosphere. Because of the lack of protective equipment, of the more than 30 firefighters who arrived in the initial response, 28 lost their lives, and many other officers and men who took part in the firefighting effort received large radiation doses, leaving them with latent, life-threatening risks. Soviet forces deployed a total of 15 chemical-defense battalions, comprising approximately 3,500 personnel. Chemical-defense troops, riding in armored vehicles equipped with nuclear-radiation detection equipment, carried out radiation reconnaissance of the ground and controlled the contaminated zone. Centered on the point of the nuclear leak, they designated a protective core zone, and established monitoring stations and their sub-stations within a 30-kilometer radius, carrying out radiation monitoring and promptly reporting monitoring data upward. They were also responsible for carrying out contamination checks on personnel, vehicles, and equipment entering and leaving the contaminated zone, and set up more than 200 decontamination stations, carrying out decontamination of the aforementioned personnel, vehicles, equipment, and certain sections of road and buildings, ensuring the smooth conduct of the rescue effort. Twelve engineering battalions, comprising approximately 3,000 personnel, took part in the rescue effort. Working alongside subway workers and miners, they poured cement and concrete at the base of the power plant, completing the task of sealing Unit No. 4; they built retaining walls and river embankments, holding back contaminated water and clearing contaminated soil; they built temporary housing for the rescue personnel; in severely contaminated areas they laid asphalt roads and built bridges, ensuring unobstructed road access for evacuating residents and for the movement of rescue personnel. Nine hundred sets of engineering machinery were deployed to the disaster-relief effort, removing surface soil to eliminate radioactive contamination, felling and burying trees over an area of 2,000 hectares, and building 140 reservoirs and 186 water-supply points. Twelve health battalions, comprising approximately 2,000 personnel, took part in the rescue effort. Their task was to carry out physical examinations of evacuated residents and to treat those affected. Of the 92,000 residents evacuated, more than half received examinations and treatment from the military health system. The Soviet air force took on tasks including aerial radiation reconnaissance and aerial transport, using helicopters to dump covering material onto Unit No. 4 around the clock, dropping a total of more than 10,000 tons of material, playing a key role in extinguishing the intense fire and rapidly controlling the spread of radioactive material. Four communications battalions, comprising approximately 1,000 personnel, took part in the rescue effort, laying several hundred kilometers of cable in total, ensuring smooth communication lines for command purposes. There were also five transport battalions, comprising approximately 1,500 personnel, who transported large numbers of personnel and large quantities of supplies to the rescue site. In addition, motorized infantry and tank units also brought in numerous armored vehicles and infantry fighting vehicles equipped with chemical-defense capability, to help evacuate personnel and carry out tasks such as contamination monitoring and cordoning off the affected zone.




IV. Commentary

The occurrence of the Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant accident was by no means accidental; the government and armed forces of the former Soviet Union drew both experience and lessons from the nuclear-accident rescue effort. The rapid response, organizational command, force projection, and the self-sacrificing spirit of officers and men displayed by the military in carrying out non-war military tasks in peacetime — particularly in carrying out major disaster-relief rescue tasks — are all well worth our study and reference.


(1) The importance of taking major sudden incidents’ information reporting and decision-making risk with the utmost seriousness

Crisis events, by their nature, arise with latent suddenness, causing the information reflecting the event in real time to appear vague, scattered, chaotic, and confused — that is, in a state of “information fog.” Because of institutional, mechanistic, or even human factors, this kind of murky, fog-like information often fails to be transmitted upward in a timely manner, causing a mismatch between the information held by decision-makers and the true state of what has occurred, thereby creating decision-making risk. The Chernobyl explosion occurred at 1:00 AM, yet the highest leader of the former Soviet Union, Mikhail Gorbachev, did not learn of it until early the following morning — a full five hours after the accident occurred. Gorbachev wrote in his memoirs that, at a Politburo meeting convened the next morning, when Anatoly Dobrynin, the official in charge of such matters, briefed the group on the situation, “he announced this news in a rather flat tone, giving no sense of the enormity of the danger.” Afterward, international public opinion criticized Soviet Communist Party leaders for having deliberately concealed the true facts of the incident; Gorbachev rejected this accusation, candidly admitting that he himself had not fully understood the complete truth of the matter at the time either. Because no smooth mechanism or channel had been established between higher- and lower-level party and government organs for the rapid reporting of sudden incidents, officials were slow to react and sluggish in response, information was transmitted with delay and inaccuracy, to the point that, when such an earth-shaking event occurred, with the lives and safety of millions upon millions of people under threat, the party and state’s highest leadership were unable, in the first instance, to learn of the accident’s circumstances or understand the truth of what had happened, and found it difficult to make timely and correct decisions. Later, when the government of the former Soviet Union summarized the lessons of this nuclear disaster, it pointed out that, because government organs from the central level down to the local level had failed to accurately assess the scale of the accident and the extent of the damage in a timely manner, they also failed to recognize that this was a disaster of global proportions, and failed to carry out adequate cooperation; investigative findings were not shared with one another, and the true state of the radiation was concealed, particularly the radiation conditions in 1986. This is a very objective analysis.



(2) The importance of taking early warning and control of major safety hazards with the utmost seriousness

Strengthening the monitoring and early warning of latent public crises and major risk hazards can help the government make a thorough assessment of crises that may occur, and take measures to eliminate hidden dangers. The Chernobyl incident was not accidental; it was the inevitable result of institutional flaws accumulated over many years. As a “prestige project,” in order to rush to meet the schedule at the time, the relevant departments did not act in accordance with scientific rules, greatly lowering technical standards, leaving the project with inherent inadequacies from the outset. Leaders before Gorbachev had already sensed that trouble was bound to occur sooner or later, yet they did not put safety first, did not establish an early-warning mechanism, and did not take effective measures to strengthen monitoring, eliminate hidden dangers, or resolve or reduce risk. The relevant departments failed to treat this as a major hazard source and safety risk requiring close monitoring, and, up until the accident occurred, had never adopted effective measures for monitoring and eliminating hidden dangers. At a Politburo meeting two months after the accident, Gorbachev lost his temper, criticizing those experts and ministers: “For 30 years we have constantly heard from you experts and ministers that everything is reliable there. You expect us to look up to you as though you were gods, and yet the result is that it all came crashing down in an instant.” The relevant ministries had exercised no oversight whatsoever; throughout the entire system, a culture prevailed of flattering superiors and focusing solely on superficial appearances, and cadres formed cliques bound together by personal loyalty and kinship ties rather than by principle. Before the collapse of the Soviet Union, corruption within the ranks of the Soviet Communist Party was severe, bureaucratism and formalism were rampant, falsification and deception ran rampant, and oversight existed in name only. Institutional flaws, accumulated over a long period and difficult to reverse, sowed the seeds of disaster for Chernobyl.



(3) The importance of ensuring the timely and effective handling of major sudden incidents

The lessons of major sudden incidents tell us that a government must possess sufficient emergency-response capacity to handle a crisis, relying on expert guidance and professional rescue teams. The one commendable aspect of the Chernobyl incident lies in the emergency response to the accident. After the accident occurred, the government of the former Soviet Union successively organized roughly 600,000 people to enter the exclusion zone to carry out cleanup and rescue work. Firefighting units were the first to arrive at the scene, exposing themselves to intense radiation as they fought the blaze. According to news reports at the time, on the ruins of the power plant, because so much mechanical equipment had been damaged, much of the cleanup work at the site was carried out by hand. Rescue personnel worked in rotating shifts of just 40 seconds at a time, entering the site to clear away dangerous materials that risked triggering a second explosion. Because the fire was suppressed in time, the other three reactors were spared from disaster — otherwise, the consequences would have been unimaginable. Gorbachev later remarked with a sigh: “It was they who saved Europe.”



(4) The importance of taking the release of information about major sudden incidents with the utmost seriousness

After a major sudden incident occurs, the government should disclose information promptly and accurately; the earlier and more timely the disclosure, the more favorable it is for social stability. Otherwise, rumors will spread, leading to social chaos. After the Chernobyl nuclear accident occurred, the authorities of the former Soviet Union immediately deployed military police to guard the scene of the accident, preventing journalists from entering, and even mobilized the KGB to prevent the situation from spreading. The relevant departments failed to promptly release information, habitually relying on strict secrecy and internal resolution of problems, dressing this up as a “well-intentioned lie.” At 9:02 PM on April 28, Soviet television broadcast a news item that, for the first time, acknowledged that an accident had occurred at the Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant in Ukraine and that a nuclear reactor had suffered damage. This was already a full 60 hours after the accident had occurred. It was not until April 29 that Soviet newspapers published a relatively detailed report on the situation. Many local residents learned the truth of the matter only through foreign radio broadcasts. To cover up the truth of the incident, the government of the former Soviet Union nonetheless went ahead, on May 1, with the traditional May Day International Labor Day parade in Kyiv, just 130 kilometers from Chernobyl; on May 9, it proceeded as scheduled with an international cycling competition; and in May it also sent a choir to perform for the workers at the nuclear power plant as a gesture of solicitude. The Central Politburo of the former Soviet Union issued a secret directive, prohibiting doctors from drawing any conclusion linking the illnesses of accident cleanup workers to radiation exposure. It was not until May 6 that the Soviet Communist Party’s official organ, Pravda, for the first time published a detailed report on the accident. On May 14, Gorbachev, for the first time, spoke publicly about the Chernobyl nuclear disaster; Gorbachev candidly explained the reason for this, saying: “A view emerged within the Politburo that information should be gradually increased, in order to avoid causing panic and thereby bringing about even greater harm.” The lack of transparency displayed by the government of the former Soviet Union in handling the Chernobyl nuclear accident drew severe criticism from international society, particularly from European countries. Neighboring Eastern European countries, angered by the Soviet Union’s failure to provide timely notification of the situation, saw their already tense relations with the Soviet Union further strained. The world’s confidence in Soviet nuclear technology fell sharply, and, compounded by exaggerated reporting by Western media, the reputation of the Soviet Union suffered an unprecedented blow. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, a Russian sociologist remarked that Chernobyl changed everything about the Soviet Union, changing people’s trust in science and their trust in society. Because there was no immediate, scientific, and objective reporting of the true situation following the accident, the public, lacking specialized knowledge, was left to speculate about and exaggerate the accident, and this distorted version of events produced an enormous negative psychological impact on people; the large number of mutually contradictory reports compounded this effect, and even cast doubt on the scientific and objective reporting that followed later.



(5) The importance of taking with the utmost seriousness the role of the armed forces in nuclear-accident rescue efforts

In this disaster, the rapid response of Soviet forces, and the fearless, self-sacrificing conduct displayed by their officers and men, made the rescue effort swift and effective, and made a major contribution to the rescue operation following the nuclear leak. First, an organizational command structure for nuclear-emergency rescue was rapidly established. After the Chernobyl accident occurred, the government of the former Soviet Union established a temporary commission to handle the accident, which entered the town of Chernobyl within a few hours to direct operations. From the military system’s side, until December 1986, responsibility was held by the Ministry of Defense system, with direct command exercised by the commander-in-chief of the Southwestern theater command; the overall command headquarters was located in the town of Chernobyl. Staff numbering several hundred worked in rotating shifts, each shift lasting 12 hours, with the longest shifts lasting 17 hours. After December 1986, the military district transferred responsibility for the cleanup of aftereffects to the civil-defense system, though the overall command headquarters remained located in the town of Chernobyl. Beneath it were established four operational groups, one near the power plant itself, and the other three on the periphery, belonging respectively to the Belarusian, Kyiv, and Carpathian military districts. The establishment of this well-organized rescue command structure ensured that the command of the nuclear-accident rescue effort was swift, agile, and efficient. Second, military forces were rapidly deployed to take part in the accident rescue effort. After the accident occurred, the government of the former Soviet Union mobilized every available resource for urgent rescue efforts, and Soviet forces stood at the very forefront of this battle. Among all the rescue organizations, Soviet forces acted with the greatest speed. After the Kyiv Military District’s nuclear-accident rescue command headquarters was established, it successively drew in 10,000 military personnel, accounting for about half of all rescue personnel. The forces the Kyiv Military District deployed to take part in the rescue effort included chemical-defense, medical, transport, and engineering units (detachments) belonging to ten infantry and tank divisions under the 1st and 6th Army Groups, along with two helicopter regiments and one transport aviation regiment from the air force. Because the Kyiv Military District’s specialized units lacked sufficient manpower, Soviet general headquarters also urgently drew chemical-defense brigades (battalions) from military districts in Russia, the Baltic coast, the Urals, and Siberia, flying them to the scene to take part in the rescue effort. The rapid response of the armed forces played an important role in quickly bringing the accident under control and eliminating its aftereffects. Third, command and coordination were meticulously organized. In this nuclear-accident emergency rescue effort, the units taking part were numerous, and the professional and technical requirements were complex, involving both civil-defense forces and military forces; within the military itself, both ordinary combat-arms units and specialized technical units were involved. Around the overall objective of the rescue effort, Soviet forces paid close attention to coordinating effectively with local civil-defense rescue forces, maintaining close coordination with local emergency command organs, and clearly distinguishing the nature, timing, direction, area, and objects of the tasks assigned to military versus local rescue forces; they also paid close attention to coordinating effectively among the various different forces participating in the rescue effort within the military itself. Army rescue operations were centered mainly on radiation monitoring, engineering rescue, and organizing the protection of the masses; air-force operations were centered mainly on firefighting, force and material delivery, and aerial decontamination. Soviet forces assigned tasks according to the specialized characteristics and equipment of each service and branch, making rational use of them, thereby enabling the various emergency-rescue forces of the military to coordinate closely with one another, forming an overall, combined rescue force. Fourth, Soviet officers and men did not fear death, and advanced bravely without hesitation. According to statistics, a total of more than 600,000 people successively took part in this nuclear-accident rescue effort, of whom nearly 380,000 were Soviet military personnel, accounting for approximately 63.3% of the total number of rescue personnel. After the accident occurred, by midday the radiation level had already risen to 0.2 roentgens, 15,000 times the normal value (the normal radiation level in the atmosphere is 0.000012 roentgens). By evening, the radiation value had climbed to 600,000 times the normal value. Under such intense radiation, the human body need absorb only 15 minutes’ worth to be fatal. Facing intense nuclear radiation, Soviet officers and men did not retreat, resolutely and decisively taking part in the accident rescue effort. One soldier who took part in the rescue effort said: “I joined this work from the very first phase. Let me tell you — this had to be done, no matter what.” In the firefighting operation, 600 helicopter pilots were exposed to lethal doses of radiation contamination. The radiation level above the reactor exceeded 3,500 roentgens, nearly nine times the lethal dose. Some pilots flew as many as 33 sorties in a single day. Each sortie they flew, they absorbed 5 to 6 roentgens. If their movements were even slightly slow, they absorbed even more. After dropping 6 to 8 bags of sand, their whole bodies would already be drenched in sweat from the intense heat. Asked about the rescue scene at the time, one pilot recalled: “Someone had to do this job — if not me, then someone else. We did our duty. Was it right for us to do this or not? It’s too late now to judge. I don’t regret it in the slightest.” The sense of responsibility, the spirit of sacrifice, and the heroic conduct of tens of thousands of servicemen reduced the degree of harm brought by the nuclear leak. Fifth, an all-Union Radiation Medicine Center was established. In order to overcome the aftereffects of the accident, the government of the former Soviet Union began, in October 1986, to establish an all-Union Radiation Medicine Center. This center comprised three research institutes: radiation protection, clinical radiation treatment, and radiobiology experimentation. The Radiation Protection Research Institute was organized into three divisions: the first division specialized in research on protection against internal radiation exposure; the second division specialized in research on collective dosimetry, focusing mainly on research into the mortality rate and changes in physical condition and illness among personnel who took part in the Chernobyl nuclear-accident rescue effort, residents evacuated from within a 30-kilometer radius, and personnel exposed to radiation beyond 30 kilometers — including diseases both related and unrelated to radiation exposure, their prevention, and their effects on the offspring of those affected; the third division researched how to automatically measure the radiation dose received by exposed personnel, and managed the dosage data of personnel. The Clinical Radiation Treatment Research Institute was mainly responsible for treating severely ill patients suffering from radiation exposure, observing exposed personnel, and studying changes in their physical condition. The Radiobiology Experimentation Research Institute mainly researched cellular changes in humans and animals after radiation exposure, as well as questions of radiation protection. The establishment of this center made it possible for exposed personnel to essentially receive ongoing monitoring and observation in their local area.

The rapid and effective rescue actions of the former Soviet armed forces led countries around the world to give widespread attention to the role of the military in major disasters. There is no doubt that Soviet forces made a contribution to the emergency rescue effort at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant, and this experience also gave them an opportunity for near-real-combat training. Because Soviet forces had not placed sufficient importance on training for nuclear-accident and other disaster scenarios in civil-defense contexts, and because of the outdated state of their equipment, among other factors, this rescue effort also brought great harm to Soviet officers and men. Afterward, Soviet forces summed up the lessons learned, and organized regiment-sized active-duty special rescue units in each of the constituent republics, equipping them with advanced chemical-defense equipment and strengthening rapid-rescue training. Japan has organized an international rescue team capable of rushing to any country experiencing a major nuclear accident to carry out rescue tasks within 48 hours. The emergency rescue centers under each American state all include military participation. Italy and other countries are preparing to correspondingly expand the responsibilities borne by the armed forces under military regulations, so that, when necessary, the military can be used to carry out nuclear, chemical, and biological emergency rescue operations. It can be foreseen that carrying out non-war military operations — and, in particular, rescue operations following major disasters — will become an important mission for the armed forces in peacetime.





Chapter 117: The Yangtze River Flood-Fighting and Disaster-Relief Operation

(July 27 – September 23, 1998)

In the summer of 1998, an exceptionally severe flood disaster, unseen in a century, struck China’s Yangtze River basin. The floodwaters arrived with great force, water levels ran high, dangerous conditions were numerous, and the disaster was severe — a scale rarely seen since the founding of New China. Under the correct leadership of the Party Central Committee and the State Council, and through the all-out rescue efforts of governments at every level together with the broad ranks of servicemen and civilians, complete victory was achieved in the Yangtze flood-fighting struggle, creating a great miracle in the history of China’s flood control. The armed forces played the role of a pillar of strength amid the raging current, assembling a total force of more than 170,000 troops, deploying more than 195,000 vehicle-trips, nearly 40,000 boat-trips, and more than 1,200 aircraft sorties — the largest non-war military operation to take place in this region since the crossing-the-river campaign [of 1949]. The Nanjing Military Region alone drew upon 11 organized divisions (brigades), 35 organized regiments, and 8 pontoon-bridge battalions, deploying 2,087 vehicles and 197 boats, and organized 11.6 million person-times of militia and reserve personnel to join the flood-fighting and rescue effort, eliminating 2,028 dangerous situations, rescuing and relocating 22,719 people, reinforcing and newly constructing 260.6 kilometers of dikes and embankments, and transporting emergency supplies and moving 434,115 tons of stone material, completing 465,342 cubic meters of earth-and-stone works. This shining example provides extremely valuable experience for our army’s study of how to carry out diversified military tasks in the new era, and is a primary teaching case that we need to study earnestly.




I. The Disaster

Starting in June 1998, the Yangtze River basin experienced three successive episodes of sustained, widespread, and intense rainfall. From June 12 to 27, most areas south of the Yangtze experienced frequent torrential rain; rainfall in Jiangxi, Hunan, Anhui, and other areas was more than double the average for the same period in normal years, and in northern Jiangxi, more than triple. From July 4 to 25, in the Three Gorges area of the Yangtze, in central and northern Jiangxi, in northwestern Hunan, and in other areas along the Yangtze, rainfall was 50% to 200% above the average for the same period in normal years. From late July to the end of August, in the upper reaches of the Yangtze and the Han River basin — eastern Sichuan, Chongqing, southwestern Hubei, and northwestern Hunan — rainfall was two to three times above the seasonal average. Affected by this rainfall, the flood discharge at the main monitoring stations along the middle and lower reaches of the Yangtze in July exceeded that of 1954; at Yichang station, the discharge reached 121.5 billion cubic meters, 4.5 billion cubic meters more than in 1954, while at Hankou station it reached 164.8 billion cubic meters, 12 billion cubic meters more than in 1954. This flood in the Yangtze basin displayed four notable characteristics. First, it affected the entire basin. In addition to the repeated major flooding in the upper reaches, the Xin, Xiu, Rao, and Fu rivers of the Poyang Lake river system all exceeded their historical highest water levels, and the Xiang, Zi, Yuan, and Li rivers of the Dongting Lake river system experienced repeated major flooding, while tributaries such as the Han River and Qing River also experienced repeated major flooding. Second, floodwaters from the main stream and tributaries overlapped. Even as the two lakes [Dongting and Poyang] experienced record flooding early on, with water levels remaining persistently high, the upper reaches of the Yangtze experienced repeated flooding, continually converging with the flooding in the middle and lower reaches. Third, water levels were extremely high. The entire stretch of the Yangtze’s main channel below Yichang exceeded the warning water level; along the 360-kilometer stretch from Shashi to Luoshan and from Wuhan to Jiujiang, as well as at Dongting Lake and Poyang Lake, water levels exceeded historical record highs, with the Shashi section in particular reaching as high as 45.22 meters at its peak. Fourth, flood crests came one after another in succession, and high water levels persisted for a long time. The upper reaches of the Yangtze experienced eight successive flood crests; the middle reaches of the Yangtze exceeded the warning water level across most of its length for more than two months, with the duration exceeding historical highest water levels continuing for more than a month. Combined with the flooding of the Songhua and Nenjiang rivers in the northeast, a total of 29 provinces, municipalities, and autonomous regions across China — including the four most severely affected provinces of Jiangxi, Hunan, Hubei, and Heilongjiang — were struck by this unforeseen calamity. The affected farmland area reached 22.29 million hectares (334 million mu), the affected population area reached 13.78 million hectares (207 million mu), 6.85 million houses collapsed, 4,150 people died, and direct economic losses reached 255.1 billion yuan.




II. Principal Flood-Fighting and Disaster-Relief Actions

From July 27 to September 23, the broad ranks of officers and men of the People’s Liberation Army, the People’s Armed Police, and the militia and reserve forces, displaying a spirit of boundless loyalty to the nation and its people and a high sense of responsibility, rushed toward danger wherever it appeared, fought hardest wherever conditions were most arduous, and, with the heroic resolve to defend the dikes to the last and to achieve decisive victory, together with the people, overcame flood crest after flood crest. The principal actions of this flood-fighting and disaster-relief operation included the following:


(1) Defending the dikes of the Jingjiang section

Along the ten-thousand-li Yangtze River, the greatest danger lies at the Jingjiang section. It connects upstream to Jingsha and downstream to Honghu; a breach at any single point would turn the Jianghan Plain and the three towns of Wuhan into a vast expanse of water. In mid-June, water levels along the entire section of the Yangtze’s main dike below Yichang exceeded the warning level; water levels at Dongting Lake and Poyang Lake exceeded historical record highs, and the section below Shishou remained above the warning water level for as long as 60 days, with dangerous conditions along the main dike occurring without interruption. On July 3, an airborne army unit was the first to arrive to take up defensive positions at Honghu and Jianli, and this was followed by the urgent deployment of more than ten divisions and brigades from the Jinan Military Region, the Guangzhou Military Region, and the People’s Armed Police, who rushed to hold firm along the entire length of the Jingjiang dike. Tao Bojun, commander of the Guangzhou Military Region, and Shi Yukun, its political commissar, personally directed operations on site; leading officials of the Jinan Military Region, the Air Force, and the People’s Armed Police, including Qian Guoliang, Xu Caihou, Liu Shunyao, Ding Wenchang, and Xu Yongqing, also personally came to the dikes, mobilizing and directing the units under their command in active combat. At 8:00 AM on July 19, sudden seepage and boiling occurred in the shallow soil layer of the Wangzhou section of the Yangtze’s main dike; more than 300 militia members and 400 airborne officers and men at Shima Tou worked together to reinforce the dike from both the outer and inner sides. At 1:00 AM on August 7, a 30-meter-wide breach occurred in the levee at Hudu River in Gong’an County; the floodwaters from Hudu River rushed directly toward Mengxi Dam. A pontoon-bridge brigade urgently deployed a thousand officers and men for emergency rescue; a certain aviation division dispatched four aircraft to conduct aerial airdrops of rescue supplies, and three helicopters conducted aerial reconnaissance, marking positions to guide the water rescue. Four thousand troops and civilians worked desperately to build a new dike section across a stretch of abandoned levee at Taojiacha; this bought time for the residents of two townships downstream to relocate. On August 8, a 400-meter section of the dike at Chewan township, Jianli County, showed signs of landslide and seepage. The “Shanganling Special-Merit Eighth Company,” an artillery regiment, an airborne assault unit, and other units — 1,200 officers and men in all — deployed in a single line, and, fighting from 9:00 AM to 10:00 AM the following day, finally succeeded in eliminating the dangerous situation. On the morning of August 10, at “Baba Pool,” within a hundred meters of the main dike of Honghu City, muddy water suddenly began churning and welling upward. Five hundred airborne troops and 150 militia backbone members jumped into the chest-deep cold water pool and formed a human chain with their own bodies. After three hours of intense struggle, they succeeded in bringing under control a massive whirlpool 1.8 meters in diameter and 2.5 meters deep. On the night of August 16, thunder and lightning crashed above the Jingjiang section, torrential rain poured down, and for several hundred kilometers the Jingjiang River surged with terrifying waves; the main dike, already softened from prolonged soaking, was in even greater peril. Flood-fighting soldiers and civilians along the river resolutely carried out Chairman Jiang’s orders, and the entire force mounted the dikes, standing firm in unyielding defense.

At 2:00 AM on August 17, the Yangtze’s sixth flood crest struck Shashi, with the water level reaching its highest point of 45.22 meters, exceeding the previous historical record set in 1954 of 44.67 meters by 0.55 meters. Along the entire length of the Jingjiang main dike, tens of thousands of troops and civilians stood ready in full battle formation, prepared to live or die together with the dike. At dangerous sections such as Tieniuji, Guanyinji, and Haoxueji, row upon row of transport vehicles loaded with stone and sand stood fully assembled on the dike, ready for orders; below the dike, mounds upon mounds of white woven sandbags stood like small hills. Flood-fighting soldiers and civilians fought fiercely for two days and nights, and the main dike remained safe and undamaged. On August 20, the old dike at Yanwo township’s Qijia Kang breached over a stretch more than 60 meters long. Qijia Kang had experienced a breach once before, in 1996, when more than a thousand people had fought desperately for four days and four nights to seal the breach. This time, People’s Armed Police units, an airborne regiment, and more than a thousand officers and men of an army division fought side by side, and in just four hours succeeded in eliminating this major danger. In the defense of the Jingjiang main dike, PLA and armed police units at every level, from generals down to division, brigade, and regiment commanders, went one after another to their assigned sections and key points to conduct on-site surveys and revise their plans. The 420 officers and men of the People’s Armed Police Jingzhou City detachment fought arduously on the dikes for more than 70 days, deploying 28,000 person-times of troops, reinforcing and raising 13 kilometers of dikes, and eliminating 62 dangerous situations, becoming one of the units that arrived earliest at the Jingjiang main dike, deployed the most troop-times, and held the line the longest. The unit in which Huang Jiguang [a Korean War martyr] had once served, from an airborne division, fought continuously for more than 50 days, moving back and forth along more than a thousand li of the Yangtze’s two banks in the course of the rescue effort, going on to fight at Gong’an County and then again at Luoshan on Honghu Lake, never flagging despite exhaustion, fighting one hard battle after another, and achieving complete victory in every engagement.



(2) Sealing the breach at Jiujiang

At 1:30 PM on August 7, 1998, a section of river dike located 4 kilometers west of the urban area of Jiujiang suddenly breached; the lives and property of 420,000 people faced grave danger. That afternoon, Jiang Zemin, General Secretary of the CPC Central Committee and Chairman of the Central Military Commission, issued instructions for the Central Military Commission to deploy troops at any time to support the rescue effort at Jiujiang. Premier Zhu Rongji of the State Council telephoned the official in charge at Jiujiang, demanding that every effort be made to protect the safety of the people’s lives, and to resolutely seal the breach. Vice Premier Wen Jiabao also telephoned, and that same evening flew to Jiujiang to personally direct the rescue effort. Chen Bingde, commander of the Nanjing Military Region, and Fang Zuqi, its political commissar, rushed swiftly to the operations room to take direct command. Immediately afterward, three sets of instructions were issued to the Jiujiang front line: to seal the breach at whatever cost; to deploy the 3,800 troops already taking part in the Jiujiang flood-fighting and rescue effort; to build a cofferdam using 2,100 troops; to urgently build a second line of defense to prevent floodwaters from entering the urban area; and to urgently mobilize the reserve division and regiment on standby at the Nanchang Army Academy, comprising 3,300 troops, to rush to Jiujiang. Leaders of the Nanjing Military Region made clear that they must resolutely follow Chairman Jiang’s instructions in unifying their thinking, giving full priority in the deployment of forces and funds and materiel, with everything subordinated to the flood-fighting effort. An artillery regiment, the first to arrive, immediately began dumping bags of stone material; these vanished without a trace in an instant, swept away by the floodwaters. People then pushed a truck into the water, which was likewise instantly swallowed by the raging current. At around 5:00 PM, military and local leaders arranged for a large cargo ship, 80 meters long and carrying 1,500 tons of coal, to be brought from downstream. Through careful coordination, the coal ship was finally positioned crosswise at the center of the breach, 10 meters from the point of the breach, and the raging floodwaters were brought partially under control. By 1:20 AM on August 8, seven steel-hulled boats and motorized vessels were arranged in a “品”-shaped formation on either side of the coal ship, effectively controlling the flow of water and reducing the current’s force. Floodwaters still surged into the area behind the dike through the gaps beneath and between the sunken vessels. That evening, at around 6:00 PM, more than 1,500 officers and men from two regiments of a division stationed in Zhejiang, together with the People’s Armed Police, arrived one after another by boat at the breach, launching a new round of rescue efforts. There were no tools on site for breaking up stone and filling sandbags, so the soldiers used their bare hands. Five hundred and fifteen officers and men of one regiment formed three assault teams, engaging in a life-and-death struggle against the floodwaters in successive waves. At the same time, Dong Wanrui, deputy commander of the Nanjing Military Region, rapidly organized troops from three regiments together with 600 armed police officers and men, launching the battle to build the first cofferdam. On the evening of August 8, a special detachment of 220 troops from a certain group army of the Beijing Military Region was airlifted to Jiujiang, and immediately thrown into the breach-sealing battle. At 11:30 AM on August 9, after 46 hours of desperate struggle by the officers and men, a 243-meter-long cofferdam at the breach was successfully closed, and the flow rate and velocity of the water surging through the breach markedly decreased. After this, officers and men of the Nanjing Military Region and the People’s Armed Police worked together in coordinated construction, adopting a technique of advancing by flat-laying, dumping stone material flat from both sides toward the center. At 6:30 PM on August 12, at the breach, a steel-wood-earth composite dam, 105 meters long, 6 meters wide, and rising 2 meters above the water surface, was joined into a single unit; an inner dam 150 meters long behind it was also successfully closed, and the flood demon that had raged for five days and nights was at last completely subdued. In this decisive battle, more than 24,000 officers and men of the Nanjing Military Region and the People’s Armed Police filled and built 120,000 cubic meters of earth-and-stone works, used 80 tons of steel for building the dam, sank 10 ships to seal the breach, and deployed nearly 500 vehicles (boats) to transport stone material. In building the cofferdam around the outside of the sunken ships, one regiment’s 400 officers and men managed to dump a boatload of 200 tons of stone material into the raging current in just 8 minutes. Beginning on August 13, the Nanjing Military Region urgently deployed a mechanized-infantry division of a group army stationed in Fujian, comprising 6,000 officers and men, who fought arduously for eight days and nights, filling 30,000 cubic meters of material, building a third flood-defense cofferdam 453 meters long before the arrival of the sixth flood crest. On August 14, Yu Yongbo, member of the Central Military Commission and director of the General Political Department, led a delegation of the four general departments to fly to Jiujiang to extend their sympathies, and, deeply moved, declared: “This is what the Chinese military of the 1990s looks like — this is the miracle created by China’s servicemen of the 1990s!” Zhang Chunyuan, general advisor to the breach-sealing rescue command headquarters and deputy minister of water resources, commented: this breach in the Yangtze’s Jiujiang dike was the first breach along the entire Yangtze, and the success in sealing the breach was a miracle in the history of our nation’s water conservancy, and an unprecedented one in the history of world water conservancy.



(3) Emergency rescue along the Wan River and the Jiang River in Anhui

From June 26 onward, water levels along the entire length of Anhui’s Wan River and Jiang River sections exceeded the warning level. At 8:00 AM on July 4, the water level at Anqing station reached 17.84 meters, 1.76 meters above the warning level; at Wuhu station it reached 12.18 meters, 1.31 meters above the warning level. The entire dike system was under emergency alert, and dangerous situations occurred without interruption. Wen Jiabao, Vice Premier of the State Council and commander-in-chief of the national flood-control and drought-relief headquarters, who was personally overseeing the flood-fighting effort in the dangerous Wan River section at Anqing, instructed Shen Shanwen, commander of the provincial military district: “Wherever the danger is greatest, that is where PLA and armed-police officers and men and militia assault teams must hold firm. We are placing the heaviest burden on your shoulders!” The Anhui provincial military district organized 400,000 militia backbone members into organized formations, establishing patrol teams, pile-driving teams, rescue assault teams, and dare-to-die squads — more than 1,800 units in total — with a militia duty group stationed every 30 meters along the dike, rapidly completing flood-defense preparations before the arrival of the extremely high water levels. On July 28, a major dangerous situation developed at the outer edge of the Anqing-Zongyang river dike, with landslides and seepage occurring along the shoal. The assault teams drove piles to build outer retaining structures, transported earth to build “earthen ox” barriers and secondary embankments, and, after 20 hours of arduous struggle, built a secondary embankment 4,000 meters long and 1 meter wide along the dike shoal. On the afternoon of August 1, along more than 1,000 meters of the outer levee of the Tongma main dike, flooding appeared; 700 officers and men of a group army’s tank unit rushed urgently to the site to protect the dike and carry out emergency rescue. At the time, heavy rain was falling; the officers and men struggled for five hours in waist-deep water, and, through sheer determination, built an “outer dike” atop the levee. On August 3, in paddy fields 500 meters outside the Zongyang main dike, a cluster of boiling springs [piping] appeared. Shen Shanwen, commander of the Anhui provincial military district, together with deputy commander and chief of staff Wang Jusheng, led more than 300 assault-team members and militia from the provincial military district to carry sand, shoulder loads of earth, and struggle through a full day and night, bringing the dangerous situation under control. Early in the morning of August 24, the Yangtze’s sixth flood crest pressed toward Chizhou’s Guogang floodgate, where a major dangerous situation developed. A certain artillery unit rapidly assembled two assault teams and rushed to the front line of the rescue effort; after four hours of tense rescue work, the generals together with several hundred officers and men and several thousand cadres and civilian masses carried and transported 30,000 cubic meters of earth and stone, effectively bringing the scattered seepage and boiling under control. Units stationed in Suzhou, Wuxi, and Chuzhou, a pontoon-bridge regiment, the Anhui provincial military district, and other units — more than 8,000 personnel in total — successively eliminated 642 major dangerous situations, including a breach in the shoal at Huaining Huaining County’s Yuejin shoal, a landslide on the bank at the Tongma main dike’s Bahe shoal, and a river-eroded shoal at Fanchang’s Xiaozhou, ensuring the safety of key sections of the Yangtze’s main dikes, including the Tongma main dike, the Guangji dike, and the Zongyang Jiang River dike.



(4) Defending Dongting Lake

Entering June, the entire Dongting Lake area was placed on emergency alert, with more than 3,000 kilometers of flood-control dikes in a precarious state. Early in the morning of June 27, a 40-meter breach occurred at the Changshankeng triangle area within the urban area of Changsha; the floodwaters, like a wild horse breaking free of its bridle, surged directly toward the Beijing-Guangzhou railway, threatening the Changsha train station and the compound of the Hunan provincial party committee — with more than half of Changsha city in imminent danger. Seven hundred and fifty officers and men of the Changsha Garrison District rushed to the scene at once: one column waded through the river to reinforce the railway roadbed; another column built a secondary dike, reinforcing the second line of defense; and a third column sealed the breach from both sides. The water at the point of the breach was 14 meters deep; the retaining wall built up with sandbags collapsed several times. The officers and men fought fiercely for 14 hours, and the breach was closed to within less than 10 meters. At 11:00 PM that night, 1,300 officers and men from the Hunan People’s Armed Police corps and 2,000 civilian laborers rushed to join the effort. After more than 5,000 troops and civilians fought continuously for 56 hours, the Changshankeng breach was finally sealed at 4:00 PM on the 29th, four hours ahead of the deadline.

The most critical battle in the defense of Changsha was the decisive struggle at Dazhong Polder. Home to 130,000 mu of farmland and a population of 130,000, Dazhong Polder was one of the ten guaranteed-protection polders designated by the Hunan provincial party committee in the Dongting Lake region. Beginning in June, Dazhong Polder came under the constant pounding of high water levels, and its 41.8-kilometer dike had already developed countless weak points. On August 8, a cluster of piping seepage was discovered at Dongfu village, Qiaokou township; several hundred military police and civilians, after eight hours of intense struggle, eliminated this major hidden danger. On the morning of August 9, a longitudinal crack more than 10 meters long appeared at the tail end of the Xiangjiang flood-defense embankment; more than a thousand troops and civilians brought the danger under control after a full day and night of intense struggle. On the morning of August 12, the caisson gate of a drainage pumping station subsided, and a large crack appeared; more than 3,000 troops and civilians fought desperately for 40 hours, ensuring the safety of this section of the dike. In the battle to defend Changsha, more than 8,000 troops stationed in the area and 500,000 local civilians built more than 100 kilometers of secondary embankments along more than 400 kilometers of lakeside dikes, eliminated more than 270 major and minor dangerous situations, rescued more than 40,000 people in distress, and relocated more than 90,000 people trapped by floodwaters.

At 10:00 PM on July 22, floodwaters surged into Shimen county town, north of Changde; 80% of the urban area was submerged, and transportation was cut off. The nationally important Shimen power plant faced imminent danger. At 11:00 PM, 700 officers and men of a pontoon-bridge brigade of a group army under the Guangzhou Military Region urgently marched 200 kilometers, arriving at the rescue site. The officers and men, carrying sandbags weighing more than 50 kilograms, moved back and forth on the muddy road, building through the night a dike 1.5 meters high, 0.8 meters wide, and 3,000 meters long. At 4:00 AM on July 23, the Lishui River dike at Lixian County breached and flooded across its entire length. The Songli Great Polder area, encompassing four polders — Lixian, Lisong, Xishang, and Xixia — protects Lixian county town along with 486,000 mu of farmland and more than 500,000 people, and is an important area of concern for the State Council and the Central Military Commission. The Hunan provincial military district rapidly concentrated its forces: more than 2,400 officers and men from a pontoon-bridge regiment and an anti-aircraft artillery brigade stationed in Hunan were deployed to the dangerous nine-polder section of the Songli Great Polder; more than 1,200 officers and men from an anti-aircraft artillery regiment held the dangerous crossing at Duqu township; militia assault teams from Lincheng and Anxiang coordinated with the troops in the rescue effort, while the Lixian militia assault team stood by on standby. In the battle to defend the Songli Great Polder, officers and men of the pontoon-bridge regiment and the anti-aircraft artillery brigade fought without rest for four full days and nights, handling a combined total of 167 major and minor dangerous situations, of which 32 were major breach dangers at the polder. In the Songli Great Polder defensive battle alone, the materials and equipment directly mobilized and deployed by the county defense headquarters for the rescue effort included 46,000 cubic meters of gravel and cobblestone, 1.5 million woven sandbags, 150,000 square meters of synthetic-fiber cloth, and 3,000 cubic meters of timber.

At the same time, the Anzao dike beside Anxiang county town breached over a stretch of more than 130 meters. The provincial flood-control headquarters immediately issued a life-or-death order: “Anxiang county town must be protected at all costs!” The front-line command issued a decisive order: militia pontoon-bridge companies from Anxiang and Lixian, and a militia pontoon-bridge battalion from Changsha, deployed more than 60 assault boats to urgently transfer stranded residents from the water; the Anxiang militia assault brigade and an air-force unit, together comprising 10,000 troops and civilians, reinforced the second line of dikes to reduce the impact of the floodwaters on the several remaining polders; pontoon-bridge units and an anti-aircraft artillery brigade stationed in Hunan rapidly built a third line of defense, defending the county town to the last. At 9:00 AM on the 29th, a flood-defense dike 11 kilometers long, 8 meters wide, and 4 meters high was completed. The battle to seal the breach at Anzao Polder was the key to fundamentally eliminating the danger to the county town. The water at the breach was more than 13 meters deep in places, and at least 7 meters deep in the shallowest sections, and the outer river was also at a high water level. After the first and second attempts to seal the breach by sinking ships to block the current failed, the officers and men fought on until August 11, when the breach was finally sealed.

Tuanzhou Polder at Dongting Lake was the most dangerous of the dangerous areas at Dongting Lake. The 21-kilometer dike of Tuanzhou Polder protects 37,000 mu of fertile cotton fields, and serves as the first line of defense for more than 500,000 mu of farmland and more than a million people at Qianliang Hu Farm, Huarong county town, Junshan Farm, and Jianxin Farm. Units including the Guangzhou Military Region’s engineer regiment, the Guangzhou Military Region’s air-force division, the Hunan People’s Armed Police corps, and armed-police unit 8730 — more than 8,000 personnel in total — held firm at this location. On July 27, Dongting Lake’s second flood crest bore directly down on Tuanzhou Polder, with the flood crest water level reaching as high as 35.83 meters, 1.01 meters above the historical record high. Along a 2-kilometer stretch of dike, 23 dangerous situations occurred within a single day. Late in the night of the 29th, a major landslide 60 meters long occurred at the east dike of Tuanzhou. In this critical moment, 800 officers and men rushed urgently to the dike. More than 500 assault-team members, tied together with rope, formed five human walls to block the waves and stabilize the dike. Over a full five-plus hours, the officers and men used their flesh and blood to hold back the wind and waves, raising the secondary dike by more than 5,000 meters and reinforcing the dike foundation by more than 130 meters, successfully eliminating this extraordinary dangerous situation.

Yueyang’s greatest danger lay at Matang. Matang Polder, located on the eastern shore of Dongting Lake within Yueyang county, protects the safety of the north-south Beijing-Guangzhou railway line and National Highway 107, running through its territory, along with 40,000 mu of farmland and more than 20,000 residents within its boundaries, along its 12-kilometer main dike. On July 8, when Premier Zhu Rongji personally visited the dike for an inspection, he pointed out: Matang dike must be defended to the death, to ensure the smooth flow of the Beijing-Guangzhou rail line! The 1st Battalion officers and men of a certain armed-police unit were the first to arrive at Matang dike, on July 2. They overcame numerous difficulties, eliminating a total of 37 dangerous situations, of which 15 were major. On the night of July 27, an extraordinary dangerous situation developed at Matang dike; the officers and men of the 1st Battalion rushed immediately to the scene and threw themselves into intense combat. After a day and night of hard struggle, a brand-new secondary dike faithfully protected Matang dike; 18 iron-willed men, pulled ashore by their comrades, all collapsed on the dike from exhaustion. The most intense battle at Matang occurred when the Yangtze’s sixth flood crest struck Yueyang on August 20, and a 180-meter-long major landslide occurred at Matang dike. That evening, a group army of the Guangzhou Military Region reinforced Yueyang from Guangxi. As soon as the troops stepped off the train, without even changing out of their travel-worn uniforms, they rushed straight to Matang. That night, the forces of the 2nd Battalion of the 1st Regiment engaged in a life-and-death struggle with the floodwaters underwater, fighting arduously for 11 hours, and finally eliminated this extraordinary dangerous situation.



(5) The Wuhan campaign

At 3:00 PM on June 26, the water level at the Wuhan control gauge broke through the 25-meter defense line, and within less than 48 hours rose by a further 1.3 meters; immediately after, at 2:00 AM on July 1, it entered the emergency water level of 27.30 meters. After continually breaking through three water-level lines, the rising floodwaters reached 28.14 meters by 2:00 PM on July 5 — the fastest rate of rise and flood-crest formation in Wuhan’s recorded history. On July 4, the Wuhan flood-control command headquarters issued its Order No. 1, sealing off all 280 gates in the Yangtze’s main dike normally used as passageways in ordinary times. The three army units and armed-police units stationed in Wuhan first organized a rescue assault force of 4,300 personnel, assembled and standing by at 90 dangerous river-dike sections. At 4:00 AM on July 21, an extraordinarily heavy rainstorm suddenly struck Wuhan. Overnight, the three towns of Wuhan turned into a “water city,” with one-fifth of the urban area submerged in floodwater, and not a few streets turned into waterways. At 12:30 PM on July 23, a breach occurred at the Shahu dike in the Xushi Peng section of Wuchang. Two hundred rescue-assault-team members from the second detachment of the armed-police Hubei corps took only 15 minutes to reach the designated location, driving piles and building embankments, sealing the breach with sandbags. After six hours of intense struggle, a 40-meter dike section was raised from the water, sealing the Shahu breach and protecting the lives and property of Hubei University, the Hubei Petroleum Research Institute, and the surrounding 300,000 residents within the polder area.

At 5:00 AM on July 27, along the expressway close to the Dahe airport, a large crack developed at the Fuhexi dike, and a 500-meter section of dike subsided in its entirety, with floodwaters engulfing half the dike body. More than 260 assault-team members at Huangpi’s Shiban Ferry town struggled hard for eight hours, and the danger continued to expand. Six hundred officers and men from the Second Artillery Corps’ command college and the Air Force radar academy reinforced the effort, fighting arduously for more than ten hours, and successfully completed the mission of protecting the road to the airport. By the end of July, along 286.6 kilometers of urban main dikes across the city, dangerous situations occurred frequently; armed-police officers and men and more than 2,000 rescue personnel successively completed tasks including addressing piping at Danshuichi Polder, rescue efforts at Xiejiaji, and an intense struggle at Huangjinkou. Under the pressure of continued high water levels, many people’s dikes along Hubei’s Yangtze River section were destroyed by the floodwaters; along more than 400 kilometers of Wuhan’s river dikes, alarms sounded across the entire length, and nearly 1,000 major dangerous situations occurred. By August 10, nearly 50,000 newly reinforced PLA and armed-police officers and men had been urgently transported to the front line of the Yangtze flood-fighting effort from Guangxi, Guangdong, Henan, Hebei, and Fujian. At the same time, 100,000 Wuhan cadres, civilians, and militia, together with the reinforcing PLA and armed-police officers and men, formed a battlefield of life-and-death struggle against the floodwaters along more than 400 kilometers of river dike. The officers and men of the unit in which the “Five Heroes of Langya Mountain” [Anti-Japanese War martyrs] had once served received their orders and rushed swiftly to the scene, plunging into the water to form a human dike; after three hours of intense struggle, they finally built, atop the wharf, a secondary dike 100 meters long and 1.5 meters wide, holding back the advancing floodwaters. As the flood crest passed through Wuhan, 23 large and small vessels laden with nearly 10,000 tons of stone and sand material had already been positioned at 11 of the most dangerous locations, with a further 76 vessels and 2,000 trucks standing by at all times. If the 11.45 million cubic meters of sand, gravel, and earth material prepared were stacked over an area of 1,000 square meters, it would reach a height equivalent to 400 stories.

Beginning on August 19, the Yangtze’s sixth flood crest took dozens of hours to pass through Wuhan. On the morning of August 20, the Hubei military-and-civilian flood-fighting and rescue mobilization rally’s Wuhan sub-venue was set up right at a dangerous section of the river-defense main dike. Slogans such as “Guard strictly, defend to the death!” and “Cast off illusions, resolve to fight with everything, with our backs to the wall!” gave people a sense of the resolute spirit of a decisive, victorious battle. The various flood-control armies, each holding their own assigned river-dike sections, made “military pledges,” raised “life-and-death placards,” and vowed to use their flesh and blood to build the iron and steel great dike protecting Wuhan. Over several consecutive days and nights, “night battle at Huangjiangkou,” “reinforcing Huludi dike,” “probing Hanyang floodgate,” and “eliminating danger at Wuhui dike” — soldiers and civilians worked hand in hand to eliminate numerous dangerous situations along the Wuhan section of the Yangtze. Starting from the morning of the 18th, the airborne troops’ “Shanganling Special Merit Eighth Company,” a certain unit’s “Huang Jiguang Company,” and militia assault-team members fought continuously for 18 hours, reinforcing a 700-meter secondary dike on the northern bank of Hulu Dike along the Han River, holding back the overflow floodwaters. At 1:00 AM on the 19th, the water level at Hanjiang Xingou broke the historical record high; severe piping occurred at the Tianjiatai and Huangjinkou sections of the Han River’s main dike; a unit of the Guangzhou Military Region’s “Red First Regiment,” the Naval Engineering University, armed-police officers and men, and militia assault teams — more than 1,000 personnel — struggled arduously through the day and night; from the evening of the 18th to the 19th alone, at the well-known dangerous sections of Changjiang Huihui Dike, Xiaojiaci, Gaojiaci, and Shangduokou, military and civilian personnel worked with all their strength to eliminate more than 20 major and minor dangerous situations. During the day and night that the sixth flood crest — the second-highest in Wuhan’s 134 years of recorded hydrological data — passed through Wuhan, along the 465 kilometers of the Yangtze and Han River’s two main dikes, lights burned bright through the night; the great army defending the dikes grew from an original 100,000 to 200,000, with a further 80,000 rescue-assault-team members standing ready with weapons at hand. More than 5,900 cadres above the section-chief level, under the leadership of provincial and municipal leaders, led substantial forces to hold firm at every dangerous and critical section; rescue-assault teams composed of PLA soldiers, armed-police officers and men, and militia members, under the direction of more than 20 generals, stood ready at all times to overcome any dangerous situation. Within each dangerous section of dike, 2,120 vehicles loaded with sand, gravel, and earth material stood parked, and, outside the dikes, 99 vessels stood ready at all times to seal breaches; a further 350,000 cubic meters of stone material, 1.13 million cubic meters of sand, and 7 million woven sandbags were stockpiled near the two main dikes. Immediately following this, the military and civilians of Wuhan went on to face the Yangtze’s seventh and eighth flood crests in succession. By mid-September, the once-in-a-century extraordinary flood disaster had been thoroughly defeated, and the great battle to defend Wuhan achieved complete victory.



(6) Rescuing people from breached polders

While the broad ranks of officers and men exerted every effort to protect the safety of the main dikes, they also carried out timely rescue operations for the people of areas where breaches had occurred. In late July, after successive breaches occurred at Lenan Polder and Xizhou Polder in Lixian County, and Anzao Polder in Anxiang County, a small number of residents within these polder areas who had been unable to evacuate in time found themselves surrounded by floodwaters, climbing onto rooftops and treetops, hungry, frightened, and constantly at risk of being swept away by the floodwaters. After receiving orders, the Changde sub-military-district’s militia pontoon-bridge battalion of Changde rescued more than 7,000 people trapped by floodwaters from the pitch-dark breached polder. A militia pontoon-bridge battalion from Changsha force-marched 280 kilometers to reach Li County, and, fighting for eight hours, rescued more than 8,000 people from Lenan Polder. To rescue people trapped by floodwaters at an Anxiang textile mill, officers and men of a group army’s pontoon-bridge regiment battled the raging current at the Anzao Polder breach for three days and nights, rescuing more than 5,000 people from the churning, muddy waves.

At 8:30 PM on August 1, an emergency breach suddenly occurred in the Yangtze’s east dike at Zhouwan; efforts to seal the breach by sinking ships failed, and floodwaters flooded the entire polder overnight, trapping about 12,000 people. Zhouwan is located 70 kilometers upstream of Wuhan on the Yangtze, in Jiayu County, Xianning, Hubei Province, and is known by the local saying: “One breach at Zhouwan, and Wuhan’s water level drops by three chi and three cun.” The polder area contains two townships, with a population of 53,000 and an area of 150,000 mu. The units participating in the rescue effort at Zhouwan were: the 5th Battalion of a Guangzhou Military Region pontoon-bridge brigade, 199 officers and men; and a certain battalion of an air-force anti-aircraft artillery regiment, 176 officers and men. At 8:30 PM, troops advanced to within 200 meters of the dike; the endangered dike, its base suddenly undermined by piping that sucked out mud and sand, suddenly collapsed; the head-drop at the breach reached 10 meters, and all 15 trucks parked there overturned. A few hours later, the Yangtze’s floodwaters tore the breach open to 1,000 meters wide, joining the entire polder with the Yangtze into a single body of water, sweeping away all the PLA officers and men who had come there to carry out the rescue effort. That night, soldiers who had fallen into the water both saved themselves and rescued civilians who had fallen in with them. After receiving news of the disaster, the rescue force deployed reached more than 3,000 personnel. The Army Aviation Corps dispatched three groups of helicopters, nine sorties in total, flying to Zhouwan and urgently airdropping 30,000 life jackets to the people stranded in the water. On August 4, all 12,200 people trapped by floodwaters at Zhouwan were safely rescued. The number of people the troops directly rescued and relocated within the dangerous zone reached more than 9,000. In the battle against the flood demon at Zhouwan, 19 officers and men, including Gao Jiancheng, heroically gave their lives.

Jiangzhou township is located at the center of the Yangtze in the eastern part of Jiujiang city, covering an area of 66,000 mu with a population of more than 40,000. On August 4, a stretch of the Jiangxinzhou main dike, more than 100 meters long, was torn open by the floodwaters; the 78-square-kilometer area of Jiangzhou township turned into a vast expanse of water, and the lives and property of more than 40,000 people faced grave danger. A pontoon-bridge brigade of the Nanjing Military Region, a group army’s engineering regiment, and the People’s Armed Police Jiujiang City detachment successively deployed more than 1,000 sorties of assault boats and rubber rafts, fighting continuously in the floodwaters for three days and three nights, rescuing 10,800 disaster victims in total; the remaining disaster victims also successively made their way out of danger, with only four fatalities. To prevent a major epidemic in the wake of the great disaster, the government of Jiujiang County and Jiangzhou township established 17 mobile medical teams and 4 fixed clinics; the Nanjing General Hospital of the Nanjing Military Region, the Fuzhou General Hospital, the Lushan Sanatorium, the 105th Hospital, the 184th Hospital, and others formed more than ten medical teams, rushing by boat through the waves to Jiangxinzhou to provide medical examination and treatment for the local people.

In addition, in the lulls between flood-fighting and rescue efforts and in the later stages of the flood-fighting struggle, all units resolutely responded to Chairman Jiang’s call, actively supporting the disaster-stricken areas in restoring production and daily life, and rebuilding their homes. They assisted in resettling more than 600,000 disaster victims, repairing and rebuilding homes, and setting up more than 4,700 temporary shelters in the process, catching up on planting and replanting 2,139 mu of crops, repairing 117 kilometers of flood-damaged roads, and restoring more than 300 kilometers of communication and power lines. The Nanjing Military Region deployed a total of 97 medical teams, treating and preventing disease among more than 220,000 disaster victims, making a contribution to ensuring that no major epidemic followed this great disaster.





III. Commentary

In this unprecedented struggle to fight the Yangtze floods and eliminate danger, the People’s Liberation Army, the People’s Armed Police, and the militia and reserve forces resolutely carried out the instructions of the Party Central Committee, the State Council, and the Central Military Commission, throwing themselves with everything they had into the flood-fighting and rescue effort; the broad ranks of officers and men displayed the revolutionary spirit of fearing neither hardship nor death, building with flesh and blood a steel great wall of flood-fighting and rescue, and, through their actual actions, strengthened the unity between the military and the people and between the military and the government, establishing new achievements for the Party and the people. This shining example provides extremely valuable experience for accomplishing our army’s diversified military tasks in the new era. Our earnest study and research of this case will offer useful lessons and assistance for the organization and command, force composition and deployment, and political, logistical, and equipment support of large-scale future disaster-relief operations, among other aspects.


(1) The high degree of attention and effective leadership of the Party Central Committee and the Central Military Commission, with Comrade Jiang Zemin at its core, was the precondition for victory in the Yangtze flood-fighting and disaster-relief operation

Facing this test of a flood disaster rarely seen in history, the three armed services responded the moment word reached them, advancing wherever directed, and the broad masses of the people united as one, working together with a single will — this was the result of the strategic planning and command of the Party Central Committee and Central Military Commission, with Comrade Jiang Zemin at its core. On July 21, upon learning that the Yangtze’s second flood crest was bearing down on Wuhan, Chairman Jiang did not sleep through the entire night. At midnight, he telephoned Vice Premier Wen Jiabao of the State Council, demanding that the troops and civilians along the river “ensure the safety of the Yangtze’s main dikes, ensure the safety of important cities such as Wuhan, and ensure the safety of the people’s lives and property.” These “three guarantees” pointed the way toward the goal of struggle for the front-line troops in the flood-fighting and rescue effort. On July 28, as the third flood crest advanced toward the middle and lower reaches of the Yangtze, Chairman Jiang again telephoned Wen Jiabao, who was on the flood-fighting front line: “I hope that the broad ranks of troops and civilians along the river, fighting on the front line of flood prevention and control, will display the spirit of fearing neither fatigue nor continuous combat, continue to strengthen their defenses, and achieve even greater victory in the flood-control struggle.” On July 31, the day before Army Day, after reading the “General Staff Operations Department Key Briefing,” Chairman Jiang made a written comment stating that, in this flood disaster, “the Guangzhou Military Region and the Nanjing Military Region promptly organized troops to carry out rescue and disaster relief, fully embodying the glorious traditions of the people’s army, and further strengthening the relationship between the military and the government, and between the military and the people.” Chairman Jiang’s instructions provided the troops with tremendous encouragement. On August 7, when Hubei announced it was entering a state of emergency to confront the Yangtze’s fourth flood crest, Chairman Jiang spoke by telephone with Vice Chairman of the Central Military Commission Zhang Wannian, demanding that the troops and civilians join hands to defend the main dikes together. His instructions called for the deployment of further troops, to serve well as assault forces in the flood-fighting and rescue effort, and to play a key role at critical moments. When Zhang Wannian reported the plan to deploy an additional nine divisions, Chairman Jiang said: “Very good. The troops must make thorough preparations for mobility by rail, road, and air.” That night, nine divisions moved simultaneously by air and land into the disaster area. At 10:00 AM on August 13, at the critical moment when the Yangtze’s fifth flood crest bore down on Hubei’s Jingjiang section, accompanied by Central Military Commission Vice Chairman General Zhang Wannian and others, Chairman Jiang flew directly to Hubei, personally deployed and directed the decisive flood-fighting battle by the massed troops, and expressed his warm regards to the flood-fighting officers and men fighting on the front-line positions. On August 20, the flood-fighting situation once again grew severe. The middle and lower reaches of the Yangtze faced crisis on every side under the successive blows of the fifth and sixth flood crests. Chairman Jiang paid close attention to changes in flood conditions, instructing troops to spare no effort and throw themselves fully into the flood-fighting effort. On August 25, the seventh flood crest formed, bringing renewed threats to the middle and lower reaches of the Yangtze, which had barely gained some respite. At 1:00 PM, Chairman Jiang telephoned Zhang Wannian to learn about the deployment of forces in the Honghu area, and, in response to the arrival of the seventh flood crest, once again gave important instructions. He demanded: “Flood-fighting and rescue troops must remain highly vigilant, make thorough preparations, and throw themselves fully into the effort; the military and civilians must unite as one, with the Honghu area as the priority, guarding strictly and defending to the death, and resolutely achieving complete victory in the decisive Yangtze flood-fighting battle.” At 8:00 PM that same evening, the front-line dike-defense troops of the Guangzhou theater command, following Chairman Jiang’s instructions, once again mounted the dikes in their entirety, with 20,000 soldiers taking up a decisive battle formation to meet the new flood crest. From mid-July to the end of August, the Yangtze formed eight relatively major flood crests, one following closely upon another, without pause. With the arrival of each and every flood crest, Chairman Jiang promptly issued important instructions and new troop deployments, and personally rushed to the front line of the flood-fighting effort to direct the troops, giving tremendous encouragement to the broad ranks of officers, men, cadres, and civilians.



(2) Rapid response, efficient command, and swift action were the key to victory in the Yangtze flood-fighting and disaster-relief operation

The flood-fighting troops made use of various methods, including motorized road movement, rail transport, waterway transfer, and airlift, advancing around the clock, undeterred by wind or rain, arriving swiftly, safely, and punctually at their assigned locations every time. In the course of this large-scale emergency mobility operation, not a single soldier among the troops suffered a casualty — this too is a rarity in military history. On the afternoon of August 5, the Military Commission issued an urgent order for a division stationed in Guangxi and a division stationed in Guangdong, then in the midst of training, to rush urgently to reinforce Wuhan. Within just a few dozen minutes, the division had assembled a week’s worth of funds and provisions and was moving in motorized formation toward the train station. At the same time, the local military transport department had already completed the assembly of vehicles and the allocation of equipment, with 15 trains and 165 vehicles standing by, loaded and ready, at the pre-designated loading station. At 7:15 PM, military trains fully loaded with flood-fighting officers and men departed one after another, 3-plus hours ahead of the originally scheduled time, and continually compressed their running time en route, arriving at the front line of the flood-fighting effort 9 hours and 20 minutes ahead of schedule, thereby seizing the initiative in meeting the oncoming flood crest. On August 17, 320 squad leaders undergoing training at a naval marine brigade’s training regiment were in the midst of a concentrated training session. At 1:00 AM, orders came from above for them to return immediately to their original units to prepare to head north to fight the flood. The officers and men, roused from deep sleep with no prior mental preparation, immediately packed their bags, and, in just one hour, had all returned to and reported back to their original units. Among them, 28 female marines packed their gear, preparing tents and supplies, and boarded their vehicles and departed within just 10 minutes, front to back. The Zhuzhou reserve division’s flood-fighting rescue mobile assault group, known as the “Xiaoxiang Crack Force,” received the flood-fighting command’s order and, in just over three hours, rapidly assembled its assault group’s reserve personnel — nearly 1,000 of them scattered across 8 urban districts and 4 townships — demonstrating rapid, high-efficiency mobilization and assembly capability. In this flood-fighting and rescue effort, the speed of our army’s mobilization was truly remarkable. On August 7, when Hubei Province announced it was entering a state of emergency to confront the Yangtze’s fourth flood crest, Chairman Jiang instructed Vice Chairman Zhang of the Military Commission to redeploy some troops to reinforce the flood-fighting effort. That night, forces from nine divisions moved simultaneously by air and land, heading to the disaster area. The next day, the reinforcing troops had all arrived at their designated positions along the front line.

In accordance with Chairman Jiang’s instructions, the four general departments of the People’s Liberation Army acted swiftly: the General Staff Department deployed forces in accordance with the Military Commission’s strategic decisions, rapidly issuing various instructions to the troops as though organizing a major campaign, and coordinating troop movements; the General Political Department promptly guided the troops’ political work in the flood-fighting and disaster-relief effort, ensuring high morale among the troops; the General Logistics Department provided the flood-fighting troops with powerful financial and material support; and the General Armament Department did everything in its power to ensure that the equipment of the frontline flood-fighting troops could be mobilized and used effectively. The participating units of the Guangzhou, Nanjing, and Jinan Military Regions, the Air Force, the Navy, and the People’s Armed Police, based on the developing flood situation and dangerous conditions, exercised scientific judgment at every level of command, organized their forces meticulously, promptly adjusted their troop deployments, urgently assembled reinforcing units, defended strictly to the death across the entire length of the Yangtze basin, and carried out focused defense of key areas such as Honghu and Wuhan. Wherever superiors pointed, the flood-fighting troops swiftly arrived; wherever a sudden dangerous situation emerged, that was where everyone fought to achieve decisive victory and turn danger into safety. In terms of command relationships, regional command was divided up: at different dangerous sections of the Yangtze, different theater commanders were made responsible, implementing centralized command, reducing the links in the command chain, thereby ensuring that units of different arms and different organizational structures could be rapidly deployed within a relatively short time. In terms of command methods, mobile telephones served as the primary command-and-communication tool, ensuring that units could maintain contact with one another under emergency conditions. Hundreds of thousands of troops were redeployed frequently over the course of several weeks, moving around the clock, dividing into multiple routes yet coordinating with one another — extremely urgent, yet conducted in perfect order.



(3) Strong and effective ideological and political work was an important guarantee for victory in the Yangtze flood-fighting and disaster-relief operation

Party committees and political organs at every level, responding to the particular characteristics of political work amid flood-fighting and disaster relief, made use of lively and varied forms and flexible and diverse methods, using the spirit of the Central Committee’s instructions to unify the thinking of the troops, carrying out mobilization and education, stirring the fighting spirit and morale of the broad ranks of officers and men, and strengthening their resolve and confidence in overcoming the floodwaters. First, our army’s officers and men maintained the high political consciousness of resolutely obeying the Party’s command and regarding the people’s interests as paramount above all else. Some officers and men, though facing unit reorganization and downsizing and personal decisions about whether to stay or go, or about to be discharged and transferred to civilian work, nonetheless eagerly joined the ranks of the flood-fighting struggle; some officers and men had families in the disaster area, with some even having lost relatives, yet they set aside their own family concerns for the greater good, holding firm day and night on the flood-fighting front line; and still other officers and men either postponed their weddings, interrupted their leave, or, despite illness, threw themselves wholeheartedly into the flood-fighting and rescue effort. The heroic pledge that the broad ranks of officers and men made — “as long as we stand on the dike, we live or die together with the dike” — vividly embodied their utter devotion and loyalty to the Party, the nation, and the people. Gao Jiancheng, Li Xiangqun, Yang Desheng, and 26 other comrades heroically gave their lives, writing a magnificent chapter of life with their own blood. Second, our army’s officers and men displayed a fighting spirit of valor, tenacity, sustained combat, and fearlessness of sacrifice. Flood-fighting officers and men endured prolonged exposure to the scorching sun and the soaking of floodwaters, sleeping out in the open on the river dikes, struggling arduously day and night without rest. The burdens they bore far exceeded the limits of what an ordinary person could endure. Whether facing a main-dike breach or the occurrence of piping, the officers and men, using their flesh and blood, built an iron and bronze wall that would not retreat and would not collapse. In rescuing people trapped by floodwaters, cadres and soldiers charged forward without regard for their own safety, giving up their own life jackets and life rings, giving the hope of survival to the people and keeping the danger of death for themselves. Comrades such as Gao Jiancheng, political instructor of the 5th Anti-Aircraft Artillery Regiment of the Air Force Wuhan base; Tian Hua, a trainee platoon leader; Yang Desheng, a specialist noncommissioned officer; and Yang Dewen and Ye Hualin, soldiers of a pontoon-bridge brigade of the Guangzhou Military Region, gave their young lives in the effort to rescue the masses and their comrades-in-arms. The practical experience of this flood-fighting struggle shows that our army has maintained the glorious tradition of being especially capable of enduring hardship, especially capable of fighting, and especially capable of selfless dedication, possessing a revolutionary heroic spirit that overcomes every difficulty and every enemy, and refuses to submit to any difficulty or enemy. Third, our army’s officers and men fully displayed a strict organizational discipline in which orders were obeyed absolutely and not the slightest violation occurred. On this special battlefield of flood-fighting and disaster relief, all units widely carried out education on mass discipline, extensively explaining the nature and purpose of our army, extensively promoting the fine tradition of supporting the government and cherishing the people, and singing loudly “The Three Main Rules of Discipline and the Eight Points for Attention,” working hard to maintain a strict military bearing and good order. The flood-fighting troops resolutely obeyed the unified command of the national flood-control headquarters and the local flood-control headquarters, resolutely carried out orders from their superiors, and resolutely completed every task assigned to them. In order not to add to the burden of local governments and the masses, many units refused to stay in civilian homes, choosing tents instead; in order to ensure that schools could reopen on schedule, units that had earlier been housed in school buildings voluntarily moved out ahead of time. Everyone maintained strict self-discipline, protecting the interests of the masses, and took not a single needle or thread from the people. When a staff officer went out to buy something and accidentally broke a small porcelain cup, he immediately paid 5 yuan in compensation. A self-employed shopkeeper, wishing to show appreciation for the soldiers, sent a freshly slaughtered pig to a certain artillery division of the Guangzhou Military Region, refusing under any circumstances to accept payment; the division’s leadership instructed that the pig be weighed and paid for in full at market price, without shorting a single cent. In their triumphant withdrawal, the flood-fighting troops likewise did not disturb the masses, declining local welcome ceremonies and victory banquets, and cleaning up their billeting areas and the dikes before departing. All of this fully demonstrated our army’s fine image as a mighty army and a civilized army.



(4) Meticulous preparation and powerful logistical support were an important pillar of victory in the Yangtze flood-fighting and disaster-relief operation

In this great struggle, our army fully demonstrated its comprehensive, rapid, and highly efficient logistical support capability. As early as June, in accordance with Chairman Jiang’s instructions, the State Council’s flood-control headquarters and the Military Commission’s general headquarters organized emergency deployments, and the troops and the people in the flood-prevention areas made preparations to confront the major disaster. Local governments at every level prepared large quantities of stone material, sandbags, woven bags, life jackets, rescue boats, and other flood-fighting equipment, and drew up various contingency and rescue plans; Hunan Province also organized several militia flood-fighting rescue mobile assault teams. Before the flood season arrived, the Guangzhou Military Region issued instructions to units under its command to prepare well for supporting local flood-fighting and disaster-relief efforts, circulating for study across all units the experience gained from flood-fighting and rescue efforts in South China, Guangdong. Logistics departments drew up in advance various contingency plans, and made preparations of funds and materiel for flood prevention and control.

From Military Commission general headquarters down to the various major units, all worked at flood-fighting units, doing everything for the sake of flood control and everything for the sake of the front line, handling urgent matters urgently and special matters specially. Whatever the front line needed was mobilized; however much was needed, that much was mobilized. In areas such as equipment, communications, transportation, funds, provisions, and medical care, a great deal of highly effective work was carried out. During the flood-fighting and rescue effort, in response to the situation of troops converging on the middle and lower reaches of the Yangtze region at a scale of tens of thousands of personnel per day, placing considerable strain on logistical support tasks, the General Logistics Department required logistics departments at every level to mobilize every possible resource to ensure the troops’ daily needs. In Hubei and Hunan, in Wuhan, Changsha, Jianli, Shishou, and other locations alone, 61 grain-supply stations, 147 non-staple-food purchasing points, and 91 fueling stations were set up, ensuring supply to the troops wherever they went. In Jiangxi, 51 local factories, schools, and government offices were mobilized to vacate housing, resolving the billeting problem for more than 30,000 troops. According to statistics from relevant departments, in this flood-fighting and rescue effort, the General Logistics Department transported various categories of supplies worth a total of 119 million yuan to the units taking part in the flood-fighting and rescue effort, including military supplies worth 69.5 million yuan, health and epidemic-prevention medicines and funds totaling 5.863 million yuan, vehicle and vessel equipment worth 10.46 million yuan, field supplies worth 12.47 million yuan, and 85,000 tons of supplementary fuel worth 20.77 million yuan. From 4:00 PM on August 5, when the Ministry of Railways received the urgent order to move troops, until August 31 — a period of 25 days in total — a total of 223 military trains, comprising 8,049 rail cars, were dispatched. The State Civil Aviation Administration deployed 320 large passenger aircraft and 14 transport aircraft; by the end of August, civil aviation had flown more than 300 flights carrying flood-fighting supplies, transporting more than 10,000 person-trips and 560 tons of material. Over the course of more than a month, the Air Force airlifted more than 1,300 tons of disaster-relief supplies, more than 500 assault boats, more than 350,000 pieces of life-saving equipment, and more than 20,000 troops — an airlift scale unprecedented in history. The postal and telecommunications departments ensured that wherever the troops relocated or took up defensive positions, telephones and mobile phones were provided there as well. In Hunan and Hubei alone, 4,019 fixed telephone lines, 2,074 mobile phones, and 134 maritime satellite phones were provided to support the flood-fighting and rescue effort.





Chapter 118: The Indian Ocean Tsunami Rescue Operation

(December 26, 2004 – January 5, 2005)

On December 26, 2004, a magnitude-9.3 earthquake struck the waters near Sumatra Island, Indonesia, triggering the most severe tsunami disaster in the recorded history of the Indian Ocean. Southeast Asian and South Asian countries including Indonesia, Sri Lanka, India, and Thailand suffered serious loss of life and property; the earthquake and tsunami together caused close to 300,000 deaths, with direct and indirect economic losses reaching 14 billion US dollars. Armed forces from countries around the world, led by the United States military, carried out the largest humanitarian international rescue operation in history, reducing the losses suffered by the affected countries. Summarizing the useful experience of this operation, and studying the characteristics and patterns of international rescue operations, will provide useful reference for our army in carrying out non-war military tasks.




I. Background to the Event

A tsunami is a geological phenomenon caused by violent disturbance of seawater resulting from an undersea earthquake, a landslide or collapse on the seabed, an undersea volcanic eruption, or a meteorite strike on the ocean — of these, undersea earthquakes are the primary cause of tsunamis. Such earthquakes mostly occur along subduction-zone plate boundaries (that is, near the ocean trenches where oceanic plates subduct). The Pacific Ocean is the region with the highest frequency and greatest intensity of tsunamis, where earthquake belts crisscross and volcanoes are densely concentrated. A tsunami differs in nature from tides and wind-generated waves. Wind-generated waves generally involve only the movement of seawater within 150 meters of the surface, whereas a tsunami disturbs the entire body of water from the seabed upward. Across the open ocean, a tsunami can travel at speeds of up to 950 kilometers per hour, comparable to the speed of a jet airliner, yet its wave height is so low as to be barely perceptible, and it therefore generally poses no threat to ships out on the open ocean. When a tsunami wave reaches shallow coastal waters (particularly within bays and river mouths), its speed decreases due to the resistance it encounters, and the rise of the seabed compresses the wave’s energy, causing the wave height to surge abruptly to over 10 meters, forming a “wall of water” that can easily cause major loss of life and property in the areas near the coast.

Northwestern Indonesia lies at the point where the Indo-Australian Plate subducts beneath the Eurasian Plate; this subduction zone is called the Sunda Arc. Northwest of the Sunda Arc, the relatively young oceanic plate (0.4 billion years old) tilts downward beneath Sumatra. Under the pull of the subducting Indo-Australian Plate, the overlying continental plate bows and arches upward. Year after year, the accumulated strain grows ever greater; when the bending of the rigid rock exceeds the plate’s capacity to bear the strain, the continental plate springs back to its original position, releasing in one burst the energy accumulated over a long period, producing a subduction-zone reverse-fault earthquake (that is, one in which the upper portion of the fault moves upward), and the seawater above the two plates correspondingly forms a tsunami.

At 00:58:55 Greenwich Mean Time (08:58:55 Beijing time) on December 26, 2004, a powerful magnitude-9.3 earthquake struck the seabed north of Sumatra, Indonesia. The earthquake’s epicenter was located 320 kilometers west of Medan, at 3°19’ north latitude and 95°51.24’ east longitude, at a depth of 30 kilometers below the seabed. Within 9 hours, 14 aftershocks ranging from magnitude 5.7 to 7.3 occurred along the arc from Sumatra to the Andaman Islands. The earthquake generated one wave that struck eastward against the coastal waters of Indonesia (Aceh Province), and another wave, with a wavelength of about 100 kilometers and a wave height of only a few dozen centimeters, that traveled westward through the deep ocean at a speed of 800 kilometers per hour, its effects reaching as far as Oman in the Persian Gulf, Somalia in East Africa, and Mauritius and Réunion. The eastward-traveling wave, upon reaching the shallow coastal waters of Indonesia, slowed to a speed of only a few dozen kilometers per hour, its wavelength shrinking to about 5 kilometers, while its wave height rose to several dozen meters, forming a tsunami of massive scale.

This was the most powerful earthquake since the 1960 Chile earthquake and the 1964 Alaska earthquake, and the second-largest earthquake since 1900; the earthquake and the tsunami that followed caused enormous casualties across Southeast Asia and South Asia.




II. The Disaster and the Rescue Effort

The enormous tsunami triggered by this earthquake swept across the coastal regions of the Indian Ocean; Southeast Asian and South Asian countries including Indonesia, Sri Lanka, India, and Thailand suffered serious loss of life and property. Because the locations directly affected by the tsunami were mostly situated near popular tourist destinations, and because the disaster struck during the peak Christmas travel season, the affected areas were densely packed with local residents and tourists, who became the victims of this disaster. According to statistics later compiled by the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction, this earthquake and tsunami left more than 292,000 people dead or missing, with a further 22,000 people unaccounted for.

Among the affected areas, southern Thailand — particularly tourist destinations such as Phuket Island — suffered direct economic losses exceeding 500 million US dollars, with reconstruction costs for the disaster area expected to reach as high as 750 million US dollars. In Indonesia’s northern Sumatra region, large numbers of villages and towns were leveled, more than 100,000 homes were destroyed, and 230,000 people died; reconstruction of the disaster area is expected to require close to 160 million US dollars in aid. Two-thirds of Sri Lanka’s entire coastline suffered damage, with more than 40,000 people killed, economic losses of about 1 billion US dollars, and more than 700,000 disaster victims. The Maldives suffered nationwide damage, with economic losses expected to reach more than 1 billion US dollars. Four states and two union territories in southern India were affected by the disaster, with direct economic losses exceeding 1.2 billion US dollars. Four states in northern Malaysia were affected by the tsunami, with economic losses reaching 26.3 million US dollars.

Faced with this sudden and enormous disaster, many countries around the world — large and small, rich and poor alike — from national leaders down to ordinary citizens, threw themselves one after another into the disaster-relief effort. The scale and speed of this rescue effort were truly unprecedented. On the very day the disaster struck, UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan immediately interrupted his holiday and rushed back to New York, launching the largest emergency-relief operation in history across the entire world. On December 30, 2004, Secretary-General Annan chaired a joint meeting of the heads of the United Nations’ various humanitarian-assistance agencies, pointing out that “this disaster is an unprecedented global disaster, and therefore requires an unprecedented global rescue effort.” He called on countries around the world to provide not only emergency humanitarian assistance, but also long-term aid to the affected countries. To facilitate coordination of the rescue effort, the United Nations also established a dedicated logistics coordination center and a command-and-control center for disaster relief, coordinating the disaster-relief actions of countries around the world.

Quickly, governments around the world and numerous non-governmental organizations launched relief and disaster-response efforts of every form, striving to prevent casualties from rising further. On the one hand, financial assistance was provided to the affected countries and regions. After the Indian Ocean tsunami struck, because of insufficient initial understanding of the scale of the tsunami disaster, some countries were slow to launch their rescue efforts, and the sums pledged were quite limited. But as media coverage deepened, and as it became clear that the disaster caused by the tsunami far exceeded what people had imagined, the amounts pledged by various countries also multiplied several times over. The United States’ initial aid pledge was only 4 million US dollars; after UN officials and international media criticized this amount as “stingy” and “incommensurate” with America’s status as the wealthiest country in the world, the United States repeatedly increased its pledged aid, raising it from 4 million US dollars to 35 million US dollars, and then increasing it tenfold further, to 350 million US dollars. At the same time, Japan also raised its initially decided emergency aid to the affected countries, from about 30 million US dollars to 500 million US dollars. Australia likewise raised its initial pledge from 10 million US dollars to a final total of 810 million US dollars. The European Union announced it would provide 100 million euros (about 132 million US dollars) in emergency disaster relief to the tsunami-affected countries, and planned to provide the affected countries with 1 billion euros in loans. Germany also increased its pledged donation from an initial 20 million euros to 500 million euros. Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and Kuwait together decided to donate 22 million US dollars. Australia provided 46 million US dollars in aid. Countries around the world opened their wallets one after another, and the total disaster-relief funds reached an unprecedented level of more than 4 billion US dollars. It is worth noting that some Asian and African countries, which had long been recipients of international aid themselves, also contributed funds in this century-scale disaster, donating to the affected countries. In addition, various non-governmental organizations, charitable organizations, mass organizations, industrial and commercial enterprises, and the broad public also spontaneously launched global fundraising and relief campaigns. According to media reports, private donations from Germany alone reached close to 400 million euros, and private donations in Britain also far exceeded the amount contributed by its government, compelling the government to continually increase its aid pledge — from an initial 2 million pounds to 96 million pounds — while private donations rose from 30 million pounds to 150 million pounds. According to statistics from Agence France-Presse, private donations for disaster relief reached 2.3 billion US dollars.


Table: Statistics on Losses in Major Affected Countries












	Country
	Confirmed Deaths
	Estimated Deaths
	Injured
	Missing
	Displaced





	Indonesia
	234,271
	—
	—
	1,240
	617,000



	Sri Lanka
	41,008
	>50,000
	>8,200
	3,792
	780,000



	India
	10,749
	—
	—
	5,669
	638,000



	Thailand
	5,395
	—
	8,457
	2,845
	58,550



	Somalia
	132
	>100
	—
	—
	54,000



	Myanmar
	59
	—
	45
	14
	30,000



	Maldives
	82
	—
	—
	31
	13,000



	Malaysia
	68
	—
	183
	6
	8,000



	Tanzania
	10
	—
	—
	—
	—



	Seychelles
	3
	—
	—
	7
	—



	Bangladesh
	2
	—
	—
	—
	—



	Kenya
	2
	—
	—
	—
	—



	South Africa
	2
	—
	—
	—
	—



	Madagascar
	0
	—
	—
	—
	>1,200



	Total
	≈292,000
	230,210
	≈510,000
	>22,000
	3,000,000–5,000,000





On the other hand, rescue operations were carried out by going deep into the disaster areas. After the disaster occurred, under the unified coordination of the United Nations, more than 40 countries took part in providing assistance to the affected regions. Relevant United Nations agencies and the governments of various countries immediately dispatched, in the first instance, all kinds of rescue teams, going deep into the disaster area to rescue victims, treat the injured, clear debris, transport relief supplies, disinfect against disease, and establish medical stations, among other rescue activities. In this rescue effort, the armed forces of various countries played an enormous role. In the transport of disaster-relief supplies, the establishment of medical-treatment systems, and the reconstruction and management of the disaster area, the military demonstrated its unique advantages to the full. Thirteen countries, including the United States, Australia, Britain, and Japan, dispatched more than 15,000 active-duty military personnel, together with large numbers of naval vessels, military transport aircraft, and helicopters, to take part in the search, rescue, and post-disaster reconstruction effort. The General Logistics Department of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army also activated its military-aid emergency-response mechanism, carrying out the largest foreign-aid rescue operation in its history to date, urgently airlifting more than 400 tons of relief supplies to the affected countries of Sri Lanka, Indonesia, and Thailand.

Among these efforts, the American military’s role was especially prominent. First, within 24 hours of the tsunami occurring, the American military swiftly activated its crisis-response mechanism. Admiral Thomas Fargo, commander of the U.S. Pacific Command, ordered the execution of “Operation Unified Assistance,” establishing a three-tiered command structure running from the Department of Defense down to the joint task-force command, and dispatched disaster-relief coordination liaison units to Thailand, Indonesia, and Sri Lanka respectively, responsible for directing and coordinating American military rescue operations in each affected country. The U.S. Navy established a Western Pacific logistics leadership group in Singapore, and organized a maritime logistics center, ensuring unified support for the transport and resupply of American military relief supplies. The Air Force, meanwhile, established an airlift control center at the Utapao military base in Thailand, ensuring smooth and orderly aerial relief operations. Second, the various branches and services of the armed forces jointly carried out multi-layered, three-dimensional rescue operations. In the course of the rescue effort, the U.S. Navy dispatched 7 pre-positioned ships at sea, providing supply relief to Indonesia, the most severely affected country. These vessels carried 450,000 gallons of fresh water, and were also capable of producing a further 90,000 gallons of fresh water per day. To strengthen its medical-rescue capacity, the Navy also deployed additional large hospital ships to the affected region to carry out medical treatment. To strengthen its airlift capacity, the U.S. Air Force deployed 6 C-130 transport aircraft to provide support to Thailand; redeployed 3 KC-135 aircraft from Kadena Air Base in Japan to provide support to Sri Lanka; and dispatched the 374th Air Expeditionary Wing to provide support to Indonesia. At the same time, it additionally deployed C-5 “Galaxy” and C-17 “Globemaster III” transport aircraft to carry out large-scale airlift missions, and mobilized the 353rd Special Operations Group to specifically reinforce the disaster-relief effort in Aceh Province, Indonesia. Two C-130 transport aircraft from the Air National Guard also joined the airlift effort. The Army’s Special Operations Command dispatched three civil-affairs teams and one psychological-operations assessment team to assist in coordinating cooperation between the American military and other rescue organizations. Third, close cooperation was strengthened with civilian rescue organizations. The American military specially established a liaison center, strengthening information-sharing with other organizations, and enhancing the effectiveness and transparency of the rescue effort. The diplomatic officials of each affected country first explained their country’s relief needs to the American military’s liaison officer, after which the liaison officer allocated tasks based on each country’s specific requirements and the actual state of the relief effort, notifying American forces to take corresponding action. The joint support teams stationed in each affected country also worked closely with local American aid agencies and the American embassy, clarifying the requirements and priorities of American rescue operations, and striving to ensure that American relief work achieved the greatest possible effect.





III. Commentary

Although the tsunami triggered by the earthquake caused major loss of life and property in countries and regions along the coast of the Indian Ocean, and exposed the affected countries’ and regions’ lack of adequate tsunami early-warning and disaster-relief mechanisms, the governments and armed forces of various countries were able to respond swiftly in the first moments after the disaster occurred, carrying out the largest international rescue operation since the Second World War, minimizing losses to the greatest extent possible, and embodying humanity’s capacity for mutual assistance and solidarity in the face of natural disaster. Our study of this non-war military operation is intended to draw experience for our army in accomplishing diversified military tasks, to seek out its distinctive patterns, and to better shoulder our army’s historic mission in peacetime.


(1) The military’s advantages in natural-disaster rescue are irreplaceable

When humanity faces enormous natural disasters, the military, by virtue of the characteristics it possesses, shoulders an important role in disaster rescue. The military possesses formidable survival capability, enabling it to be among the first to enter a disaster zone even while the disaster has not yet fully run its course; it possesses the capacity for rapid personnel concentration, materiel mobilization, and long-range delivery by sea, land, and air, enabling it to launch operations with the utmost speed, rescuing people whose lives hang in the balance; it possesses strict organizational discipline, capable of mobilizing unconditionally at a single command, and of establishing the most basic conditions for daily life within a disaster zone that has lost all order; the military is the group within society with the best physical and psychological qualities, making it the most practical mobile rescue force available in a disaster; the military’s equipment — such as naval vessels, transport aircraft, helicopters, off-road vehicles, and new types of field hospitals and engineering equipment — can be rapidly deployed even under extremely harsh geographic and meteorological conditions; and in severely affected areas where basic infrastructure such as transportation and communications has been destroyed, only the military possesses the capability to deliver forces over long distances, enter the disaster zone, and carry out rescue operations, using its specialized logistical skills to rapidly restore and maintain the loading and unloading capacity of ports and airports, ensuring that disaster-relief operations are not obstructed, and that relief supplies are smoothly delivered to the disaster zone. It was precisely on the strength of these advantages that the military was able to shoulder a wide range of tasks in this Indian Ocean tsunami rescue and relief operation, assisting governments in carrying out disaster relief and post-disaster reconstruction, racing against time to reduce losses in the disaster zone and address urgent needs.



(2) The timeliness and efficiency of the military’s rescue operations stemmed from thorough peacetime preparation

The armed forces of various countries responded promptly and acted efficiently in the Indian Ocean tsunami crisis — all of this stemmed from thorough preparation carried out in peacetime. First, having a well-developed emergency-response contingency plan is the precondition for carrying out a rescue operation. Take as an example the American military, which deployed the largest force and responded most swiftly. In this operation, the American military deployed the Pacific Fleet’s 3rd Marine Expeditionary Force as its main force; this unit is a Marine air-ground task force organized by the American military according to mission requirements, intended for dealing with medium- to high-intensity regional conflicts. In peacetime, the American military had already formulated contingency plans for organizing marine expeditionary forces, and had made preparations for deploying such expeditionary forces. In this rescue operation, the 3rd Marine Expeditionary Force was the first to receive orders and rapidly threw itself into action. In addition, before the tsunami disaster occurred, the 3rd Marine Expeditionary Force had previously carried out humanitarian-assistance and disaster-relief operations in the Philippines, providing it with valuable experience for responding to the tsunami disaster that followed shortly after. Second, maintaining a necessary military presence is key to carrying out rescue operations. Because regional conflicts are difficult to predict, in peacetime the military must not only maintain a powerful rapid-response force, but must also maintain a military presence in key regions, pre-positioning military supplies and equipment there. Among these, the American military’s bases in Japan, Guam, and Diego Garcia played a critically important role in enabling the American military to maintain a swift response capability and sustained operational capacity in this tsunami-relief operation. Third, strengthening joint military training and exercises focused on emergency rescue is of critical importance, enabling forces to carry out rescue operations in an orderly manner. In order to strengthen military cooperation with its allies and partner countries, the American military holds joint military exercises with them on a regular and irregular basis. The “Cobra Gold” series is an annual military exercise held by the United States and Thailand, focused mainly on humanitarian assistance, disaster relief, and peacekeeping operations, and in recent years has expanded into a regional exercise involving the participation of other countries and observers sent by numerous nations.



(3) The initiative and flexibility of the military’s rescue operations stemmed from a robust capacity for adaptive response

The military’s rescue operations mainly involve tasks such as directly providing humanitarian assistance and supporting the affected country’s own rescue efforts. Possessing outstanding combat capability does not necessarily guarantee competence in disaster-relief work. In combat operations, the military has a relatively clear operational purpose, fixed operational objectives, and defined operational tasks. But in disaster-relief operations, the objectives, scope, and priorities of the tasks the military carries out are all unclear, and may change at any moment; moreover, the military’s special status also subjects its actions to various constraints. All of this requires the military to possess a strong capacity for adaptive response when organizing and planning rescue operations, adapting flexibly to circumstances as they actually develop. For instance, in this instance, the Indian Ocean tsunami disaster struck suddenly, affected numerous countries, and covered a vast area. Faced with the suddenness, urgency, and severity of the crisis, the American Pacific Command drew up an emergency-relief plan on the very next day after the tsunami disaster struck, while simultaneously dispatching to the affected areas C-130 transport aircraft and KC-135 refueling aircraft loaded with supplies to carry out humanitarian relief. Even before the assessment team it had dispatched to the disaster area had returned, the American military had already sent an advance command element to Utapao, Thailand, beginning to establish the command hub for the American military’s emergency-relief operation. This simultaneous unfolding of planning and action maximized the American military’s response speed in the initial phase of the relief effort, and ensured that the American military remained in a position of initiative throughout the subsequent operation.



(4) The sustained precision of the military’s rescue operations stemmed from its powerful transport and specialized support capabilities

In this rescue operation, the military was responsible both for carrying out the logistical support tasks of the rescue operation, ensuring the flow and supply of materials, and for directly taking part in the rescue operation itself, shouldering tasks such as personnel transport, medical treatment, and reconstruction of the disaster area. Powerful transport capability and specialized support capability played an irreplaceable role in enabling the military to provide precise support based on the specific needs of the affected regions. In terms of the supply of materials and the transport of personnel, powerful sea, land, and air transport capability was of critical importance. Besides transporting fresh water, food, and medicine urgently needed in the disaster zone, the military also needed to transport doctors, rescue personnel, and military personnel from third countries to take part in the rescue effort. The U.S. Navy made full use of the powerful amphibious-transport capability of the USS Bonhomme Richard, an amphibious assault ship, carrying out ship-to-shore relief operations by means of its embarked landing craft, greatly easing the strain caused by insufficient numbers of airfields and overcrowding. France used the helicopter carrier Jeanne d’Arc to carry out the task of transporting doctors, engineering experts, and various kinds of medical equipment. In terms of medical treatment, the medical-rescue capacity possessed by the military enabled effective treatment of the injured — the American naval hospital ship Mercy alone had more than 1,000 beds, staffed with more than 1,200 medical personnel. To prevent and control the outbreak of epidemic disease in the disaster area, the armed forces of various countries all dispatched specialized epidemic-prevention teams; the American military also specially dispatched a naval environmental and preventive-medicine unit from Hawaii to assist Indonesia in monitoring changes in post-disaster water quality. In addition, engineering and technical units also played an important role in rebuilding infrastructure in the disaster area.





Chapter 119: The United States’ New Orleans Hurricane Rescue Operation

(August 29 – September 5, 2005)

In late August 2005, the city of New Orleans was struck by Hurricane Katrina, the most powerful hurricane to hit the city since its founding. The hurricane and the flooding it caused inflicted tragic loss of life and property on the people of New Orleans, causing thousands of deaths, several hundred people missing, and several hundred thousand people displaced from their homes. This hurricane was the most catastrophic natural disaster the United States had suffered in half a century, with direct and indirect economic losses of about 120 billion US dollars. New Orleans’s urban development and the government’s response to the hurricane offer profound lessons to be drawn; the American military’s rescue operation was swift and forceful, and its experience is worth our study and reference.




I. Background to the Event

Because of its distinctive geographic environment, the United States is one of the countries in the world most severely affected by hurricane disasters; every year from June 1 to November 30 is the Atlantic hurricane season, with mid-August to mid-October being the peak period. On average, five hurricanes strike the American mainland each year, of which two are typically major hurricanes (Category 3–5). Since 1851, the American mainland has been struck by a total of 75 hurricanes of the same magnitude as Hurricane Katrina (reaching Category 3 strength at landfall), roughly once every two years.

On August 23, 2005, Tropical Depression No. 12, which developed from the remnant cloud system of Tropical Depression No. 10, formed near the Bahamas; on August 24 it developed into a strong tropical storm and was named Katrina. At 1:30 AM Eastern Time on August 25, Tropical Storm Katrina intensified to Category 1 hurricane strength, and at 6:30 PM that evening made landfall near Miami, along the border of Dade and Broward counties in southern Florida, with wind speeds at landfall reaching 35.8 meters per second (Category 1 hurricane strength). In the early morning of August 26, as Hurricane Katrina passed over Florida, it weakened in strength to a tropical storm; after entering the Gulf of Mexico at 5:00 AM, it was influenced by the warm waters of the Gulf and once again strengthened to Category 1 hurricane strength; the extent of its cloud system expanded to 258 kilometers. On August 28, Hurricane Katrina’s intensity increased from Category 4 to Category 5; at 6:10 AM on August 29, Hurricane Katrina made landfall in Plaquemines Parish, Louisiana, at Category 3 strength at the time of landfall. After landfall, the hurricane continued moving north, passing east of New Orleans, with wind force maintained at 51.4 meters per second and maximum wind speeds as high as 58.1 meters per second; as the hurricane moved inland south along the Mississippi River, its intensity rapidly decreased, weakening to Category 1 by 1:00 PM, and further weakening to a tropical storm six hours later.

Compared to previous hurricanes, Katrina possessed even greater destructive power. Hurricane Camille, which devastated the Gulf of Mexico region in 1969, was a Category 5 hurricane whose maximum wind speed at landfall exceeded that of Katrina, but the range of its strong winds near the center extended only 121 kilometers, whereas Katrina’s exceeded 166 kilometers. As a result, the storm surge triggered by Hurricane Katrina affected an area larger than that of Hurricane Camille, reaching 150,000 square kilometers and affecting 138 parishes (comparable to counties or districts in other American states) and counties. The strong winds of Hurricane Katrina, together with a storm surge as high as 8.23 meters, dealt a devastating blow to the lives and livelihoods of residents along the Gulf of Mexico coast and further inland — the city of New Orleans, which lay directly in the hurricane’s path, suffered especially catastrophic harm.


Table: Comparison of U.S. Hurricane Categories and China’s Standard










	U.S. Category
	Max. Sustained Wind Speed Near Center
	China’s Standard
	Max. Sustained Wind Speed Near Center





	1
	33–42.5 m/s
	Typhoon, Force 12–13
	32.7–41.4 m/s



	2
	42–49.2 m/s
	Strong Typhoon, Force 14–15
	41.5–50.9 m/s



	3
	49–58.1 m/s
	Super Typhoon, Force 16+
	≥51.0 m/s



	4
	58–69.3 m/s
	—
	—



	5
	>69.3 m/s
	—
	—









II. The Disaster and the Rescue Effort

New Orleans is an important city in the southern American state of Louisiana. It was first founded by the French in 1718; in 1903, the United States purchased New Orleans from the French for 15 million US dollars. The city has a total population of 484,674, and is a major industrial center in the American South, with petroleum, chemical, and shipping industries as its main pillars; it is also the second-largest port city in the entire United States after the Port of New York. A great deal of American export goods flow down the Mississippi River to be shipped out from here, while crude oil refined at Gulf of Mexico refineries enters the United States through this port. New Orleans sits along the Mississippi River to the south, with Lake Pontchartrain to the north, and Lake Borgne to the east; most of the city’s terrain lies below sea level, making it vulnerable to flood threats from rivers, lakes, and the Gulf of Mexico. The construction of New Orleans’s flood- and hurricane-defense system began early in the 18th century when the city was first founded, and has continually been improved and extended into other areas ever since. This system is enormous in scale and complex in structure, made up of more than 560 kilometers of earthen levees and floodwalls, along with bridges, floodgates, culverts, and man-made canals, comprising four mutually separated primary drainage basins, in order to prevent a breach at any single point in a levee or floodwall from affecting the entire region. In addition, high-capacity pumping stations were installed to drain water out of the city, addressing the problem of flooding caused by intense rainfall. The height of the levees ranges from 3.35 to 5.37 meters above average sea level, designed to withstand the extraordinary flooding experienced in the Mississippi River basin in 1927, as well as a Category 2 hurricane.

At 7:00 AM on August 29, Hurricane Katrina, moving at 230 kilometers per hour and bringing with it fierce winds and torrential rain, made landfall along the coast east of New Orleans, sweeping across the coastal region of the American South and the Gulf of Mexico with unstoppable force. The hurricane destroyed a great many homes in New Orleans; homes in Black neighborhoods, built mainly from wood board and sheet metal, were especially severely damaged, with not a few communities completely leveled. At the same time, the storm surge triggered by the hurricane caused a sharp rise in water levels in the Mississippi River and Lake Pontchartrain; in the western suburbs, seepage occurred at numerous levee sections due to floodwaters overtopping the barriers, but the losses there were not severe. However, the vertical floodwalls of the 17th Street Canal, the Inner Harbor Navigation Canal, and the London Avenue Canal, which connect the Mississippi River and Lake Pontchartrain and run through the city center, suffered extensive breaches — totaling more than 400 meters in length — due to underlying structural problems. After the American National Guard’s attempts to seal the breaches using helicopters to deliver sandbags failed, floodwaters from the Mississippi River and Lake Pontchartrain surged through the breached floodwalls into the urban area; the raging floodwaters, following the fierce winds, once again swept across the city of New Orleans, submerging 75% of the urban area, with maximum flood depths reaching 6 meters and the longest period of submersion lasting more than seven days. New Orleans’s power plants, drainage systems, and communication and power lines were all paralyzed; the entire city lay in ruins, a tragic and unbearable sight, with grievous casualties and enormous economic losses.

In the course of the hurricane, the American National Hurricane Center made relatively accurate forecasts of Katrina’s trajectory and intensity, notifying the federal, state, and local governments 56 hours in advance that the hurricane would seriously affect New Orleans, allowing governments at all levels to know the specific circumstances of Hurricane Katrina in advance.

Based on this forecast, governments at every level organized the largest evacuation operation in this region’s history; radio stations, television, the internet, and other media continually released hurricane updates to the public, increasing the frequency of updates to once every six hours as the hurricane approached. On August 26, the governor of Louisiana declared a state of emergency for the state, and on the 27th decided to carry out a large-scale evacuation of New Orleans, adopting one-way traffic measures allowing entry only, not exit. Before the hurricane struck New Orleans, approximately 380,000 residents of New Orleans relied on vehicles and aircraft to evacuate to safe areas such as Houston. This evacuation operation greatly reduced casualties in New Orleans. However, about 100,000 people remained in the city, due to a false sense of complacency, a lack of transportation, or difficulty moving, among other reasons. For this reason, the government set up ten shelters within the city, including the “Superdome” stadium, but stipulated that all civilians seeking shelter there had to bring their own food, water, and daily necessities. The hurricane destroyed the entire city’s communication system, throwing the whole city into chaos; for nearly 48 hours, the urban area was unable to establish contact with the outside world, the command system was completely paralyzed, and emergency-response personnel such as police, fire, and medical teams had no choice but to act on their own.

Because the response measures were insufficiently systematic and the government’s response was relatively slow, the large numbers of disaster victims flooding into New Orleans caused the Superdome stadium, which had already sheltered more than 10,000 people, to see its total population swell to approximately 35,000. In the 37°C heat, the entire stadium reeked with foul odors, had no electricity, no water, and no food; the disaster victims grew increasingly resentful, to the point that some even drew guns and fired at helicopters airdropping relief supplies. The severe shortage of police forces and the deteriorating sanitary conditions further triggered a breakdown in public order; New Orleans became a “hellscape,” with the bodies of victims lying scattered in the streets, fires breaking out one after another, and looting and destruction growing increasingly rampant, with a series of explosions even occurring within the urban area. According to the New York Times, post-disaster New Orleans was simply “a complete collapse of an ordered society,” resembling war-torn early postwar Iraq in its chaos. This compounded the disaster, causing even greater loss of life and property.

Facing this disaster, the American government declared a state of emergency for Louisiana and Mississippi on August 28, with Secretary of Homeland Security Michael Chertoff placed in charge of establishing a cabinet-level special task force to coordinate the disaster-relief work of the various federal government departments from Washington. On August 31, the Pentagon ordered five naval vessels and eight maritime rescue teams to head to the Gulf of Mexico to strengthen the disaster-relief effort. On September 2, Congress approved 10.5 billion US dollars for disaster relief, and the American Department of Homeland Security announced it would deploy an additional 1,400 National Guard troops each day to maintain order in the disaster area. In view of the chaotic situation that had emerged in New Orleans, U.S. Army units entered the area fully armed, driving armored vehicles, on September 2. On September 3, 34,000 rescue personnel from across the United States entered the disaster area, and relief work began to get on track; 9,500 people had been rescued, and 100,000 disaster victims had received humanitarian assistance; the government began using aircraft, buses, and other means of transportation to carry out large-scale evacuation of disaster victims. Within the seven days following the strike of Hurricane Katrina, 41,500 National Guard troops from 42 states, along with 17,500 members of the armed forces, were deployed to the disaster area. In addition to deploying tens of thousands of servicemen, the American military also provided helicopters, transport aircraft, medical rescue vessels, and other technical equipment. On September 3 and 4 alone, the American Air Force airlifted 75,000 disaster victims (including 8,000 wounded) to destinations across the United States. On September 5, Army engineering personnel finally succeeded in sealing the main breach in New Orleans’s flood-defense levees, and the floodwaters that had submerged the entire city gradually began to recede. It is understood that this was the largest deployment of personnel by the American military in response to a natural disaster in the country’s history. In addition, all levels of the American government worked together on the disaster-relief effort, adopting numerous measures. The American government disbursed large sums of money, subsidizing evacuated disaster victims 2,000 US dollars each, with charitable organizations providing an additional subsidy of 350 US dollars per person; neighboring states resettled large numbers of disaster victims, and gradually restored basic infrastructure such as electricity, communications, transportation, and drainage systems.


Table: Statistics on Deaths and Property Losses from Major Natural Disasters in the United States, 1900–2005




	Disaster
	Deaths
	Estimated Losses (billion USD)





	Galveston Hurricane (1900)
	8,000
	<1.0



	San Francisco Earthquake and Fire (1906)
	5,000
	6.0



	Atlantic–Gulf Hurricane (1919)
	600
	<1.0



	Mississippi River Great Flood (1927)
	246
	2.0



	Okeechobee Hurricane and Flood (1928)
	2,750
	<1.0



	New England Hurricane (1938)
	600
	4.0



	Northeast Hurricane (1944)
	390
	<1.0



	Hurricane Diane (1955)
	184
	5.0



	Hurricane Audrey (1957)
	390
	<1.0



	Hurricane Betsy (1965)
	75
	7.0



	Hurricane Camille (1969)
	335
	6.0



	Hurricane Agnes (1972)
	122
	8.0



	Hurricane Hugo (1989)
	86
	11.0



	Hurricane Andrew (1992)
	61
	33.0



	East Coast Blizzard (1993)
	270
	4.0



	Four Hurricanes of 2004
	167
	46.0



	Hurricane Katrina (2005)
	1,836
	<120.0





Governments at every level also carried out large-scale evacuation of disaster victims. In the 7 days after Hurricane Katrina struck, 41,500 National Guard troops from 42 states and 17,500 servicemen were deployed to the disaster area. Besides deploying tens of thousands of servicemen, the American military also provided helicopters, transport aircraft, medical rescue ships, and other technical equipment. On September 3 and 4 alone, the American Air Force airlifted 75,000 disaster victims (including 8,000 wounded) to destinations across the entire United States. On September 5, Army engineering personnel finally succeeded in sealing the main breach in New Orleans’s flood-control levees, and the floodwaters submerging the entire city gradually began to recede. It is understood that this was the largest deployment of personnel by the American military in response to a natural disaster in the country’s history. In addition, American governments at every level worked together in a concerted disaster-relief effort, adopting a great many measures. The American government disbursed large sums, subsidizing evacuated disaster victims 2,000 US dollars each, with charitable organizations providing an additional 350 US dollars per person; neighboring states resettled large numbers of disaster victims, and gradually restored basic infrastructure such as electricity, communications, transportation, and drainage systems.

One year and four months after Hurricane Katrina, the population of New Orleans stood at only about 250,000, with about half of the original population unable to return to their original homes. In many areas, broken walls and rubble were everywhere, garbage was strewn about, and weeds grew wild; the flood-defense levee breaches had still not been repaired, the areas that had been flooded near the original breach points were nearly deserted, and large numbers of homes that had not collapsed stood empty — presenting a scene of utter desolation. Hurricane Katrina brought serious loss of life and property to the people of New Orleans; according to incomplete statistics, the citywide death toll exceeded 1,000, and about 125,000 homes were severely damaged, representing 66% of the city’s total housing stock.

Hurricane Katrina was the most destructive natural disaster in American history; taking into account the combined effects of both the hurricane and the flooding, its overall degree of destruction far exceeded that of any other major disaster. The hurricane dealt a series of blows to the Gulf of Mexico region, including Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama, destroying large numbers of facilities and homes in these areas. At the same time, the hurricane also forced the majority of oil and natural gas production enterprises in the Gulf of Mexico region to temporarily shut down, reducing oil production by 114 million barrels, equivalent to more than one-fifth of the Gulf of Mexico region’s annual output, causing global oil prices to surge. According to statistics, Hurricane Katrina caused 1,836 deaths, 80% of whom were residents of central New Orleans, with 705 people reported missing.

In the course of the rescue operation, the American government deployed a total of 41,500 National Guard troops and 17,500 Army, Air Force, Navy, and Marine Corps personnel; it deployed 372 helicopters and 93 aircraft for search-and-rescue, transport, and delivery tasks; it dispatched 21 large naval vessels, including aircraft carriers and amphibious assault ships, to transport supplies and personnel. The American military provided the disaster area with 30,000 liters of gasoline, 31 million food rations, and 1,500 military communication radios, and set up 1,580 hospital beds.





III. Commentary

Although American governments at every level invested enormous human and material resources in the forecasting, defense, and disaster-relief phases of Hurricane Katrina, the impact and losses caused by the hurricane were nonetheless extremely severe — one of the most destructive and costly events in American history. This resulted both from New Orleans’s own inherent internal factors, such as its environment and management, and from external factors rooted in domestic and international politics, the military, and institutional structures. The American military’s practices in the rescue operation — rapid deployment of forces, large-scale airlift evacuation of the population, and the use of engineering units to seal breaches — are well worth our earnest study and reference.


(1) The city’s development lacked a basic awareness of disaster prevention and resistance

First, the city’s planners lacked a scientific understanding of geographic factors. New Orleans sits atop a river alluvial plain, taking the shape of a bowl-like depression, with the Mississippi River to the south, Lake Pontchartrain to the north, and the Gulf of Mexico to the east; most of the city lies below sea level. The safety of the entire city depends entirely on a 384-kilometer-long flood-defense levee. When the city was first built, it did not violate the laws of nature — the urban area was built on relatively elevated terrain. However, as an immigrant city, with the rapid increase in the number of immigrants, after protective levees were built in the 1940s and 1950s, the city’s development increasingly expanded into low-lying areas, and ultimately most of the city came to lie below sea level, becoming a hidden threat of disaster.

Second, short-term economic interests fostered destructive behavior toward the natural environment. First, wetland destruction. The large expanse of natural wetlands surrounding the city was originally like a sponge, capable of absorbing lake and river water and lowering water levels, reducing the severity of flood incursions to protect the city. But in the course of urban construction, New Orleans drained the great majority of its wetlands, leaving the city with insufficient buffer capacity against floodwaters. Second, silt erosion. The silt carried by the Mississippi River could originally slowly accumulate at the river mouth, increasing the city’s buffer layer, but nowadays it is instead swept rapidly out to sea through pipes and channels. Third, industrial pollution. Local petrochemical enterprises, in order to save costs, built large numbers of oil refineries, oil-storage depots, chemical plants, and warehouses near the port along the coast. These factories and warehouses, once submerged by floodwaters, caused serious water pollution, compounding the severity of the disaster. In addition, in order to promote commerce and tourism and economic development, the city concentrated its bustling commercial districts, upscale residential areas, and a number of high-value projects along the riverfront and lakefront; although this promoted prosperity in New Orleans’s riverside and lakeside areas, it was also comparable to putting all its eggs in one fragile basket, placing the entire city under the threat of disaster, and rendering it even more vulnerable in the face of calamity.



(2) The city’s construction lacked a sound and rational flood-defense engineering system

First, the layout of the city’s flood-defense engineering structure was irrational. When Hurricane Katrina struck, the levees along Lake Pontchartrain and the Mississippi River, being relatively sturdy in structure, with extensive buffer zones, did not experience breaches in this hurricane. But the sections of man-made canal that connect with the Mississippi River and Lake Pontchartrain, due to irrational levee structure and underlying problems, and with no buffer zone whatsoever, experienced extensive levee breaches. In its overall flood-defense engineering system, New Orleans placed emphasis on its major levees, while failing to give sufficient attention to the levees along its internal canals, with insufficient maintenance and upkeep and irrational structure — this was also the main reason for the tragedy of “a thousand-li dike destroyed by an ant’s nest.”

Second, the management and deployment of the city’s flood-defense equipment was unscientific. A city like New Orleans, so extremely vulnerable to flooding, nonetheless lacked a complete drainage system. The pumping stations designed to deal with floodwaters became submerged by the floodwaters themselves once the hurricane struck, owing to their excessively low elevation, and could only be put to use once the water accumulation in the city had receded to a certain level — rendering them essentially useless in practice. Moreover, even when the pumps could be operated, their pumping capacity was entirely inadequate to cope with five simultaneous levee breaches, and as a result the floodwaters submerged 80% of the city’s area within a single day.

Third, flood-defense engineering funds were extensively diverted. In the city’s concrete construction, New Orleans’s administrators neglected the city’s most fundamental function — creating a safe and excellent environment for people’s production and daily life — with safety considerations, in practice, overshadowed by the pursuit of enormous economic benefit; the city’s fiscal expenditure was mainly directed toward promoting the tourism and gambling industries. Federal government flood-control appropriations were, under the pressure of short-term profit-seeking, mostly diverted to other uses; the levee board devoted excessive energy to dock construction, gambling, and commercial activities, while neglecting its own core responsibilities — of the eleven construction projects listed on the board’s website, only two were related to flood control.



(3) The government lacked effective emergency-response measures and a coordination mechanism

First, the organizational strength of the evacuation and rescue effort was insufficient. Before the hurricane’s arrival, the American Weather Bureau and the government promptly issued warnings, calling on residents to evacuate. But the government, on the one hand, failed to inform citizens of evacuation plans, shelter locations, search-and-rescue plans, and other emergency knowledge, and, on the other hand, failed to effectively organize the evacuation. In practice, residents relied mainly on self-organized evacuation; large numbers of the poor, the elderly, women, and children, lacking means of transportation, remained trapped in the city because the government failed to organize public transportation for evacuation in a timely manner. At the time, 500 large school buses within the entire city were forgotten by government officials, and failed to play any effective role. Among those who died in this disaster, 60% were elderly people over the age of 60 who remained trapped in nursing homes. Ironically, in July 2004, Louisiana had once conducted a simulated exercise involving three simultaneous hurricanes striking New Orleans. At the time, more than 250 emergency-response personnel from about 50 federal, state, and local government agencies and volunteer organizations took part in the exercise. This exercise included drawing up rescue plans, designating short-term shelters, and dealing with flooding. The government had naively assumed that the distribution of transportation resources was evenly balanced, but this was not in fact the case, and the relevant plans for citizen self-rescue were built upon assumptions divorced from reality. In the course of the disaster, the government also again failed to organize rescue forces promptly and effectively to carry out disaster relief. At first, the breach in the man-made canal levee was not very large, and if it had been sealed promptly, the losses from flooding could have been much smaller. But because no rescue team had been organized, it was a long time before the National Guard used helicopters to airlift sandbags to seal the breach, and by then it was too late — the levee breach had already widened, and there was no choice but to abandon the rescue effort, allowing the floodwaters to surge into the city, causing enormous losses. After the disaster occurred, the government also failed to adequately prepare shelters in advance. On August 28, the entire city was forcibly evacuated, with State Highway 10 heading west and Highways 55 and 59 heading north sealed off that afternoon; the Superdome stadium and the convention center were opened as shelters. At the time, it was already known that the hurricane’s intensity exceeded the levees’ design tolerance, and that the entire city would be devastated, and that people would find it very difficult to obtain food and water. Had the authorities stockpiled food and water in advance, the Superdome and the convention center could have served as ideal shelters, but the government ultimately left citizens to prepare their own food and water. According to reports, the number of disaster victims at the convention center once reached 20,000, and the Superdome housed as many as 60,000 disaster victims at its peak, yet these shelters lacked even the most basic living facilities — one can imagine how filthy and dire the conditions were. Several days later, the state National Guard finally delivered enough food to sustain 15,000 people for three days, but even so, the supply of relief materials fell far short of the disaster victims’ needs.

Second, the coordination and command mechanism was flawed. On the one hand, government command and control lost effectiveness. Because the communication system was completely paralyzed, the White House, the state government, and local governments failed to effectively communicate and organize the strength of the whole of society to carry out an all-out rescue and relief effort; individual rescue teams acted on their own, greatly weakening the effectiveness of the disaster-relief effort, delaying the pace of relief, and the resulting delay in relief further compounded the harm caused by the disaster. In the past, this kind of sudden natural disaster was typically coordinated and its rescue effort organized by the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), which had generally been effective. But after the September 11 attacks, the American government newly established the Department of Homeland Security and folded FEMA into this department, whose primary mission was counter-terrorism — a move that seriously weakened FEMA’s capacity to handle natural disasters, to the point that it had no bandwidth to attend to domestic rescue and relief work. When Hurricane Katrina struck, FEMA had still not drawn up a contingency plan; information flow was blocked, communication broke down, and command was ineffective. The agency’s director admitted that it was only 24 hours after radio broadcasts reported that 20,000 people were trapped in the stadium that he learned there were so many people there. On the other hand, there was a lack of cooperation and communication mechanisms between federal forces and local National Guard units. When the hurricane made landfall, President Bush had proposed that Louisiana Governor Kathleen Blanco hand over command authority over the National Guard and management authority over the rescue effort to the federal government, in order to facilitate coordinated action, but owing to partisan disputes and other factors, Governor Blanco declined this proposal, insisting on retaining local command and management authority. But the state government proved unable to cope with the chaotic situation, causing the circumstances to further deteriorate. Within the 72 hours that New Orleans lay submerged, only 2,800 National Guard members were carrying out rescue work in the city. Meanwhile, in Louisiana, 3,000 soldiers of the U.S. Army’s mountain division were stationed only three hours’ distance from New Orleans, yet were not assigned any rescue mission. Left with no other choice, President Bush, taking the risk of violating federal law, ordered the deployment of 7,000 troops into New Orleans on September 2 to take part in disaster relief and to assist the police. This also resulted in New Orleans having two parallel systems of authority, and the rescue effort once fell into a state of command confusion. In addition, there was a lack of a rescue-coordination mechanism between local governments. On the 28th, the governor of Louisiana had already received New Mexico’s governor’s proposal to send National Guard troops to assist in the rescue effort, but it took 24 hours before the necessary written request for support was completed, delaying the deployment of these troops. It was not until the third day after the hurricane occurred that the Louisiana state government thought to request assistance from more neighboring states — this, too, was one of the reasons reinforcements arrived so belatedly.



(4) The rapid deployment and action of American military rescue forces was a major highlight of this disaster-relief effort

First, rapid emergency mobile deployment. Although, for various reasons including legal constraints and an imperfect coordination mechanism, the American military failed to respond promptly and effectively in the first moments after the disaster occurred, after receiving President Bush’s rescue order, the American military rapidly mobilized and flexibly deployed; within the seven days following the hurricane’s strike, 41,500 National Guard members and 17,500 American servicemen rapidly joined the rescue effort. The American military’s highly efficient operational capability stemmed mainly from thorough preparation carried out in peacetime. Take the 82nd Airborne Division as an example — this unit is a rapid-reaction force used by the American military to deal with medium- to high-intensity regional conflicts; in peacetime it had already drawn up relevant contingency plans for rapid-reaction operations, and had conducted repeated exercises, making preparations for deployment. In this rescue operation, after receiving orders, this division completed its deployment from base to disaster area in just six hours, participating in the rescue effort with the fastest possible action.

Second, large-scale long-range transport. In this disaster-relief operation, the American military relied on its powerful long-range airlift capability to successfully evacuate and rescue large numbers of disaster victims within a short period of time. Over the course of the entire relief effort, the American military deployed 372 helicopters, 93 aircraft (including C-130 “Hercules” transport planes), and 21 large vessels (including the aircraft carrier USS Harry S. Truman), carrying out search-and-rescue, transport, and delivery tasks. Besides transporting fresh water, food, and medicine urgently needed in the disaster area, the American military also transported doctors and rescue personnel to take part in the relief effort, and airlifted disaster victims to other regions. Within the first 24 hours after the hurricane, American rescue helicopters flew 1,000 sorties; by September 4, they had flown several thousand sorties in total, and the Coast Guard’s helicopters alone had rescued and transported 17,000 people from rooftops above the floodwaters. On September 3 and 4 alone, the American Air Force airlifted 75,000 disaster victims (including 8,000 wounded) to locations across the entire United States, as far west as Seattle and as far north as Boston. The American military’s powerful transport capability can, in wartime, be entirely converted into rapid delivery of troops and materiel.

Third, effective specialized logistical support. After the disaster occurred, in order to solve the problem of disaster victims lacking food, the American Air Force urgently airdropped 31 million meal rations to the disaster area; given that communication facilities in the disaster area had been destroyed by the hurricane, the Army provided local governments with 1,500 military radios for emergency communication. In terms of medical care, the Army set up a field hospital with more than 1,000 beds at New Orleans’s international airport, the Navy dispatched two large medical ships to the coast near the disaster area, and the Air Force provided an airborne mobile hospital converted from a large transport aircraft, capable of providing 85 beds; the Air Force and Navy also established several emergency medical centers at their bases. In terms of engineering repair, specialized Army engineering personnel took only a few days to successfully seal the main breach in New Orleans’s flood-defense levees, laying the foundation for subsequent drainage and reconstruction work. This capability for airdropping food, providing emergency communications, medical rescue, and engineering rescue is, in wartime, exactly the kind of powerful support that front-line combat units require.

Fourth, timely and accurate disaster monitoring and early warning. After the hurricane formed, the American military established a hurricane monitoring and command center at Northern Command, located in Colorado Springs, Colorado (responsible for homeland security affairs within the United States). According to the Washington Post, the American government had at the time deployed reconnaissance satellites to conduct full-course monitoring of the hurricane. Before the hurricane made landfall, the National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency, based on imagery transmitted from reconnaissance satellites, analyzed the hurricane’s trajectory and the areas it might strike, providing early warning to reduce losses. To improve the accuracy of disaster forecasting, the American military also maintains dedicated disaster-forecasting units. The Air Force Reserve Command’s 53rd Weather Reconnaissance Squadron, stationed at Keesler Air Force Base in Mississippi, is equipped with WC-130 series specialized military weather-reconnaissance aircraft. This squadron collects storm data through specialized military weather aircraft, using lightning-detection and thunderstorm-warning systems to classify storms, transmitting the data to the National Hurricane Center, increasing the accuracy of the center’s hurricane forecasts by at least 30%. This close monitoring and timely early warning of disaster weather such as hurricanes demonstrates the American military’s powerful battlefield reconnaissance and early-warning capability, which, in wartime, can provide effective and precise intelligence and meteorological support for combat operations.

Objectively speaking, the American military’s performance in this disaster-relief operation is worthy of recognition, embodying the American military’s relatively high level of combat readiness and its capacity for non-war military operations, and offering strong reference value for our own army’s future performance of similar tasks.





Chapter 120: The 2008 Wenchuan Earthquake Disaster-Relief Operation

(May 12 – August 25, 2008)

At 2:28 PM Beijing time on May 12, a magnitude-8.0 earthquake struck Wenchuan County, Sichuan (31° north latitude, 103.4° east longitude). Under the unified command of the Party Central Committee, the Central Military Commission, and Chairman Hu, and in accordance with the overall deployment of the State Council’s earthquake-relief headquarters and the comprehensive planning of the military’s earthquake-relief command group, the PLA and the People’s Armed Police responded rapidly and acted immediately, throwing themselves with everything they had into the struggle against the earthquake disaster. The broad ranks of officers and men, embodying the spirit of “the whole nation united as one, working together with a single will, fearing neither hardship nor danger, refusing to give up despite a hundred setbacks, putting people first, and respecting science,” swiftly moved into the places of greatest need, shouldered the most important tasks, and played the most critical roles, successfully completing the largest non-war military operation carried out by our army since the start of the new century. From May 12 until the complete withdrawal of forces on August 25, the PLA and People’s Armed Police deployed a combined total of 146,000 troops, along with 75,000 militia and reserve personnel, 9,670 vehicles and pieces of machinery, and 193 aircraft and helicopters. According to incomplete statistics, over more than three months of continuous struggle, earthquake-relief officers and men searched for and rescued 3,338 people alive from beneath the rubble, rescued more than 1 million people in distress, provided medical examination and treatment to 1.36 million patient-visits, and transported more than 1.56 million tons of various supplies. This operation was a test and a tempering of our forces’ ability to respond to a wide range of security threats and carry out diversified military tasks, and stands as the finest illustration of our army’s political character of loyalty to its mission, dedication to its mission, and unfailing fulfillment of its mission. This shining example carries major practical significance and profound historical significance for our army’s fulfillment of its new missions and for the comprehensive advancement of military struggle preparation in the new era.




I. The Disaster

The “5.12” Sichuan Wenchuan earthquake was the most destructive earthquake disaster, with the broadest area of impact and the greatest difficulty of relief, to occur since the founding of New China. Its intensity was extremely high, reaching magnitude 8.0 on the Richter scale, with maximum seismic intensity reaching degree 11. Its energy release was equivalent to the explosion of more than a thousand Hiroshima-scale atomic bombs, more than double that of the 1976 Tangshan earthquake. Its area of impact was extensive, affecting 16 provinces (regions, municipalities) including Sichuan, Gansu, Shaanxi, and Chongqing, with 417 counties, 4,624 townships (towns), and 46,574 villages affected; the total area of the disaster zone reached 440,000 square kilometers, with an affected population of 45.61 million. The earthquake caused direct economic losses of 845.14 billion yuan. Of this, Sichuan Province’s disaster area covered 280,000 square kilometers, with an affected population of 31.06 million; ten cities in Shaanxi Province were affected to varying degrees, involving 92 counties and 1,122 townships, with an affected population of 3.95 million. Aftershocks were extremely frequent; as of noon on September 1, more than 27,000 aftershocks had occurred, of which 8 were magnitude 6.0 or greater, and 39 were magnitude 5.0 or greater. The difficulty of the relief effort was great, since the severely affected areas were mostly located in high mountain and gorge terrain with poor transportation access, and the earthquake had cut off transportation and communications and blocked riverbeds, with harsh weather conditions, making it impossible for rescue personnel, supplies, vehicles, and large rescue equipment to reach the scene in a timely manner.

The earthquake caused extreme destruction. First, casualties were tragically severe. According to statistics, 69,225 people died, 374,640 were injured, and 17,939 remained missing. Second, buildings collapsed on a massive scale. A total of 6.525 million rooms of housing collapsed, and 23.143 million rooms were damaged. Portions of the towns of Beichuan county seat and Yingxiu town, Wenchuan County, were leveled entirely. Third, infrastructure suffered severe damage. Fifteen national and provincial trunk highways around the epicenter, as well as five railway lines including the Baocheng line, were cut off; power, communication, and water-supply systems suffered widespread paralysis. Fourth, secondary disasters occurred frequently. Landslides, collapses, and debris flows occurred; rivers were blocked, forming 35 dammed lakes (quake lakes), and 2,385 reservoirs experienced dangerous conditions of varying degrees at one point or another. Fifth, normal production and daily life were seriously affected. Large numbers of industrial, mining, and commercial enterprises suspended production; government offices, schools, and hospitals suffered severe damage; some farmland and agricultural facilities were destroyed.




II. The Rescue Effort


(1) Pushing into Wenchuan, opening the “lifeline”

After the earthquake, more than 70% of the roads leading to severely affected areas such as Wenchuan and Beichuan were damaged, and bridges were completely destroyed. Transportation, communications, and electricity were all cut off. The primary task of the rescue forces was to push into the severely affected areas and take up their positions. More than 200 officers and men of a certain armed-police unit crossed mountains and ridges, force-marching 90 kilometers, and, after 21 hours of continuous day-and-night movement, arrived at the county seat of Wenchuan at 11:15 PM on the 13th, becoming the first unit to enter the epicenter area. In the early morning of the 14th, a 300-person rescue detachment of the Sichuan provincial military district reached the Wenchuan county seat. At 6:00 PM on the 15th, officers and men of a Second Artillery engineering-technical unit, after continuous struggle, broke open the only highway connecting Mianzhu to Beichuan, allowing large numbers of rescue forces to enter Beichuan. At 9:40 PM on the 15th, officers and men of a certain unit of the Armed Police Hydropower Third Corps, after 73 hours of arduous struggle, successively overcame eight large landslide sections, excavating and transporting 56,000 cubic meters of earth and stone, backfilling 8,500 cubic meters, and dismantling six large boulders totaling 320 cubic meters, opening the first land route into Li County for relief supplies to be continuously transported into Wenchuan. At 11:15 PM on the 15th, the 40-kilometer road from Danba to Li County was fully cleared through the concerted efforts of armed-police transport-corps officers and men. At 4:00 PM on the 17th, an assault team of 750 officers and men from a certain unit of the Chengdu Military Region, organized to clear the road, using a combination of demolition, excavators, and manual clearing at collapsed sections, fought for three days and nights, fully opening the land route into Wenchuan’s Yingxiu town — the “lifeline” — reducing the time needed to travel by land into Yingxiu town, Wenchuan, from more than ten hours on foot to just an hour and a half. At 9:25 PM on the 19th, the collapsed section of road leading to Hukou, Wenchuan, was fully cleared through 120 hours of continuous struggle by Armed Police Hydropower units.

At the same time, a Chengdu Military Region engineering pontoon-bridge unit erected a ferry gate bridge at the point where the waterway from Dujiangyan to Wenchuan meets, and urgently mobilized 30 assault boats, speedboats, and four gate bridges, overcoming difficulties such as the rapid current of the Min River, large amounts of floating debris, and soft, muddy riverbanks, fighting intensely for five hours, and establishing a two-bridge ferry crossing at the Zipingpu Reservoir, opening a “waterway” to Yingxiu town. Within just four days, this “bridge of life” successfully transported more than 130 tons of supplies, 11 pieces of large mechanical equipment, and 15 vehicles of various types to Wenchuan, and carried 2,400 rescue personnel into Wenchuan.

Within two days, the Air Force deployed a total of 34 transport aircraft of various types, flying 79 sorties under harsh weather conditions, airlifting 10,891 officers and men and their equipment, assembled in Wuhan, Kaifeng, and Luoyang, to four airfields near Chengdu. A group army of the Jinan Military Region, upon receiving orders, deployed its entire force within half an hour, adopting a two-driver rotation system, moving day and night without stop, covering 1,200 kilometers in 25 continuous hours to reach the disaster area. Army aviation units of the Chengdu Military Region and a Nanjing Military Region army-aviation regiment bravely challenged the extreme limits of life, overcoming difficulties such as the absence of accurate weather data, no ground guidance, complex terrain, and high-altitude oxygen deprivation, repeatedly breaking through dangerous flight zones and blind spots, opening up an “aerial lifeline.” The Chengdu Military Region army-aviation regiment was granted the honorary title “Heroic Army Aviation Regiment of Earthquake Relief” by the Central Military Commission. The Air Force organized more than 50 military airfields distributed across 25 provinces and municipalities nationwide, urgently carrying out large-scale aerial transport operations, transporting more than 20,000 relief personnel and more than 5,000 tons of relief supplies in total. The disaster-relief forces of every major military region and every service and arm of the entire military advanced with all speed by land, air, and water, rushing to the disaster area undeterred by wind or rain, and immediately launched rescue operations.



(2) Throwing every effort into rescuing the people and relocating the injured

The PLA and armed-police officers and men treated the rescue of the lives of the people as the top priority of the earthquake-relief effort, racing against time to search for and rescue people trapped by the disaster. In accordance with Chairman Hu’s important instruction to “enter every village and every household,” under the personal supervision and direction of the headquarters leadership overseeing relief efforts in the disaster area and the leadership of every major unit, 73 leading officers at and above the army level took the lead by personal example, leading more than 60,000 troops and militia and reserve personnel, organized into more than 1,400 small teams, braving dangers such as aftershocks, debris flows, and rockfalls, crossing mountains and ridges, and overcoming numerous difficulties, reaching all affected counties by noon on May 14, reaching 174 townships in the severely affected areas by midnight on the 15th, and entering 1,480 administrative villages in the severely affected areas by 2:28 PM on the 19th. At 2:00 PM on the 13th, 97 officers and men stationed at a training base in Shifang carried and lifted, using their shoulders and bare hands, cement slabs lying crisscrossed atop one another, clearing away the debris and rubble by hand. Relying solely on crude tools such as iron shovels and their bare hands, they rescued 18 people from the rubble. Officers and men of a certain unit under a group army made a 210-kilometer detour on foot, crossing two mountains more than 3,000 meters above sea level, to reach Siermu, a Tibetan township in the Xuebaoding mountain range, and promptly rescued more than 500 trapped Tibetan villagers. By midnight on the 25th, the PLA and armed-police forces urgently deployed more than 100,000 officers and men, first to county seats, then to townships, and then to villages, urgently rescuing and relocating more than 660,000 disaster victims trapped in danger. Over the more than one month following the earthquake, earthquake-relief officers and men searched for and rescued 27,000 people buried alive, transported 63,000-plus injured and sick people, and relocated more than 1.408 million disaster victims.

A total of 14,950 medical and health personnel were dispatched to the disaster area from all locations (including the PLA and armed police), with a total of about 91,300 medical and health personnel deployed, of whom 65,000 were deployed to the front lines. Three days after the earthquake, 36 medical teams had already reached their designated disaster areas and begun treatment work; the medical teams together admitted and treated 1,992 injured patients and performed 241 surgeries. Military hospitals stationed in the disaster area together admitted and treated 2,484 injured patients and performed 825 surgeries. The General Logistics Department’s Health Department actively coordinated with relevant military units to transport nine major categories, more than 170 varieties, and 140,000 pieces (items) of medicine and medical equipment — more than 1,000 tons in total — from Beijing, Jinan, Nanjing, Shanghai, and other locations to the disaster area. According to statistics, a cumulative total of 96,538 people were hospitalized for treatment of earthquake injuries (not including disaster-area patients treated elsewhere), and a cumulative total of 3,663,816 injured and sick patients were treated.



(3) Strengthening health and epidemic prevention to prevent secondary disasters

In order to achieve the goal of “no major epidemic following a major disaster,” and to effectively prevent and control the outbreak and spread of infectious disease in the disaster area, the military’s health and epidemic-prevention departments took active action, making thorough deployments and carrying out large amounts of health and epidemic-prevention work. On May 17, the General Logistics Department issued the “Urgent Notice on Properly Carrying Out Disease-Prevention Work for Earthquake-Relief Forces,” making arrangements for disease-prevention work among the relief forces. That same day, 33 epidemic-prevention detachments from across the entire military arrived in the severely affected areas of Wenchuan, Beichuan, Mao County, and Li County, comprehensively carrying out health and epidemic-prevention and infectious-disease-control work. Health and epidemic-prevention rescue experts from the Academy of Military Medical Sciences arrived in the Dujiangyan disaster area on the 15th, and monitored conditions such as water-source contamination, microbial epidemic conditions, underground toxic-gas hazards, and toxic-substance leaks from chemical plants in the disaster area, distributing to the affected population the “Handbook of Health and Epidemic-Prevention Knowledge for Disaster Areas” compiled by experts from the academy. As the fighting to rescue survivors from the rubble drew to a close and rescue personnel began to withdraw, a chemical-defense unit of a certain group army stationed in Yunnan under the Chengdu Military Region spent three days carrying out comprehensive disinfection of the severely affected Beichuan county seat. In the week following the earthquake, epidemic-prevention detachments provided technical guidance and educational outreach to 13,300 people, distributed 15,000 copies of disease-prevention educational pamphlets, provided psychological education and counseling to more than 8,000 people, disinfected an area of 960,000 square meters, consumed 34.6 tons of disease-prevention medicine, disinfected 4,165 homes and tents, tested 64 samples of drinking water and food, treated 1,207 toilet and garbage-disposal sites, disinfected 55 kitchens and cooking areas, and assisted in the disinfection and handling of the remains of the deceased. In order to further strengthen technical guidance for health and epidemic prevention among the earthquake-relief forces, the General Logistics Department’s Health Department established a military-wide earthquake-relief health and epidemic-prevention technical guidance group, responsible for analyzing the disease-prevention and control situation in the disaster area, participating in drafting technical plans, evaluating the effectiveness of epidemic-prevention measures, guiding scientific prevention and treatment by the troops, and organizing extermination and environmental purification, while also urgently carrying out technical training in epidemic prevention. Nearly 3,000 chemical-defense soldiers, working alongside epidemic-prevention personnel, disinfected 246,000 temporary residences, focusing on Wenchuan, Li County, and Mao County, disinfecting an area of 550 million square meters. The Second Artillery’s epidemic-prevention detachment successively disinfected more than 100,000 person-times of people entering and exiting the Beichuan county seat, and carried out disinfection work covering an area of several tens of thousands of square kilometers around the Beichuan county seat and its surrounding areas. According to statistics, troop officers and men together disinfected a total area of more than 1.86 billion square meters in the disaster area, demolished more than 209,000 dangerous buildings, and cleared 22.9 million cubic meters of debris. No outbreak of infectious disease related to the earthquake occurred in the disaster area.

Strengthening the monitoring and inspection of dangerous conditions at reservoirs, hydropower stations, and dammed lakes, as well as geological hazards. The Wenchuan earthquake formed 34 dammed lakes in the severely affected areas of Beichuan, Qingchuan, and Deyang in Sichuan Province, of which 20 were classified as high- or medium-risk. Braving the risk of frequent landslides, troop engineering and technical personnel worked together with experts to carefully survey the sites, adopting various measures including mechanical excavation, controlled-blast flood discharge, and channel diversion, opening roads in places where none existed, scaling sheer cliffs to transport thousands upon thousands of tons of explosives up to each dammed lake’s dam crest, and completely eliminating the dangerous conditions at all 20 dammed lakes. The Tangjiashan dammed lake, located above the Beichuan county seat, formed when a mountainside collapsed during the earthquake, burying the riverbed with more than 20 million cubic meters of earth and stone, forming a 25-kilometer-long “river hanging above the town.” On the morning of May 25, the Tangjiashan dammed-lake rescue command headquarters made an urgent decision to implement a plan of “mechanical construction combined with manual controlled blasting, with manual blasting as the primary method.” More than 200 officers and men of an Armed Police Hydropower unit and more than 1,000 officers and men of a group army’s anti-aircraft artillery brigade and the “Old Mountain Main Assault Regiment” of the Chengdu Military Region rapidly assembled and rushed to the crest of the Tangjiashan dam. In the early morning of June 1, the officers and men excavated 120,000 cubic meters of earth and stone, opening a discharge channel 700 meters long, 50 meters wide, and 8 meters deep in the Tangjiashan dam. On June 7, torrential rain fell from the sky, and the danger at the Tangjiashan dammed lake once again emerged. On June 8, the leadership of a Chengdu Military Region regiment responsible for the clearing task decisively changed the plan, bringing in two recoilless guns, using just over a dozen shells to allow the water flow to swiftly pass through the discharge channel. Two days later, the Tangjiashan dammed lake was successfully drained, completing the discharge task 20 days ahead of the original schedule. The successful handling of the dangerous conditions at the Tangjiashan dammed lake eliminated one of the most extraordinary threats among the secondary disasters of the Wenchuan earthquake, ensured the safety of the people’s lives, avoided major losses, and created a world miracle in the handling of a large-scale dammed lake.

Providing psychological emergency rescue to dissolve disaster-related psychological crises. The General Political Department organized, on three separate occasions, a “Military Earthquake-Relief Psychological Service Expert Group” of 78 experts, and 115 psychological emergency-intervention teams from across the entire military, dispatched to five zones of responsibility to provide psychological comfort to disaster victims and carry out psychological counseling. This was the first time our army had dispatched a specialized psychological-service force in the course of carrying out diversified military tasks. The General Logistics Department simultaneously organized seven psychological-intervention teams, providing collective emergency psychological intervention to disaster-affected populations. Starting May 20, the Chengdu Military Region’s joint logistics department successively drew together more than 360 psychological-treatment backbone personnel, establishing psychological crisis-intervention teams, and, carrying specialized diagnostic and treatment equipment, went deep into the severely affected areas of Wenchuan, Qingchuan, and Pingwu to carry out psychological rescue. They set up “family-reunion peace-of-mind hotlines,” established “expert psychological-counseling stations,” imparted common knowledge for post-disaster psychological self-adjustment, distributed psychological treatment and education materials, assessed the psychological state of the disaster-affected population, and, for those with varying degrees of fear, anxiety, or depression, provided the necessary psychological comfort and crisis intervention. An 18-year-old young man from Nanba township, Pingwu County, who had lost his right leg in the earthquake, fell into extreme depression, and even began to entertain thoughts of suicide. A psychological crisis-intervention team immediately deployed six expert personnel to provide him with treatment, including cognitive adjustment and psychological relaxation techniques. Under this careful medical treatment and counseling, this young man rekindled his hope for life.



(4) Resettling disaster victims and carrying out post-disaster reconstruction

After the earthquake, the most urgent problem requiring resolution was the temporary housing of 3.5 million disaster-affected households. The relief forces conscientiously implemented Chairman Hu’s instructions that earthquake-relief work must adhere to a people-centered approach, throwing themselves, with a meticulous and thorough work style, fully into the eight tasks deployed by the Central Military Commission, including entering villages and households, building temporary schools, and clearing rubble. As of noon on the 27th, the central government’s finances had already disbursed 15.126 billion yuan in disaster-relief funds, with local government finances contributing a further 4.09 billion yuan. More than a thousand tons of food, bottled water, and other daily necessities were successively transported to the disaster area. Nationwide, society at large donated a total of 32.722 billion yuan in cash and goods. Across all disaster areas, a cumulative total of 15.006 million disaster victims were urgently relocated to safety. Over the more than three months of the relief effort, earthquake-relief forces built a total of 166 various types of temporary schools for the disaster-affected population, allowing more than 48,000 students to successively resume classes; they built more than 250,000 rooms of temporary activity housing, and erected 442 temporary disaster-victim resettlement sites and 35,000 tents, resettling 1.02 million disaster victims. A Second Artillery engineering-technical detachment, working overnight, installed 706 tents donated by Saudi Arabia and other countries, capable of accommodating more than 7,000 disaster victims. In Yingxiu town, Wenchuan, officers and men of a Chengdu Military Region “Red Army division” worked day and night, within the shortest possible time erecting 973 rooms of temporary housing and 230 tents, resettling tens of thousands of disaster victims. In five townships of Qingchuan County, more than 1,000 officers and men of a certain unit of the Jinan Military Region erected 2,000 tents for more than 8,500 relocated disaster victims. In the forest area of Liulin, Beichuan, an engineering unit of the Second Artillery built for the villagers a “Red Star Love-the-People New Village,” which included a cultural activity room, bathing facilities, a small shop, a kitchen, and a toilet. In Zundao town, Mianzhu, a Shenyang Military Region field hospital helped the local health clinic re-establish departments including outpatient services, hospital wards, and an operating room, and equipped it with an X-ray machine, an ECG machine, and urgently needed medicine. At a number of disaster-victim resettlement sites, earthquake-relief forces also erected more than 80 tent schools, helping more than 30,000 disaster-area students return to the classroom. Starting May 23, tent schools including the one at Muyu town, Qingchuan County, and the one at the Shifang City middle school successively reopened. On August 12, Sichuan Province formally announced that more than 4.5 million households, comprising more than 10 million disaster-affected people, had all said farewell to their tents, moving into transitional resettlement housing.

Accelerating the restoration of infrastructure. Through measures such as erecting temporary water-supply lines, repairing village and town water-supply facilities, and providing temporary water delivery, the basic problems of the disaster-affected population’s temporary water, electricity, and communication needs were resolved. Troop officers and men together repaired and cleared more than 17,000 kilometers of roads, and restored 13,649.6 kilometers of water-supply pipelines. At 3:00 PM on May 15, an emergency communications-support team from the Chengdu Military Region’s communications department, braving the danger of aftershocks and debris flows, drove more than 400 kilometers to reach Qingchuan, restoring wired and military fax communications for the Jinan Military Region unit carrying out relief tasks there. Five days after the disaster (4:00 PM on the 17th), 70% of Sichuan’s affected towns and cities had basically restored temporary water supply, with about 7.04 million people having their drinking water basically guaranteed, representing 66.1% of the affected population. Communications in the Chengdu region were basically restored to normal; in the most severely affected areas of Wenchuan, Mao County, Heishui, Li County, Beichuan, Pingwu, Qingchuan, and Mianzhu, all county seats had fully regained the ability to communicate with the outside world. Large numbers of mobile communication stations and satellite phones were deployed, damaged optical cables were urgently repaired, and communications with the outside world had been restored to varying degrees in every affected county. Provincial Highway G213’s Dujiangyan-to-Yingxiu section had been fully opened, becoming, after National Highway G317’s Li County-to-Wenchuan section, the second road “lifeline” leading to the severely affected areas. Every severely affected county and major town achieved connection to at least one trunk highway leading out. The five railway lines, including the Baocheng line, that had been disrupted by the disaster had all resumed normal operation. Fifty-four severely affected counties in Sichuan had basically or partially restored their electricity supply.

Helping the disaster-affected population resume production work. This included helping villagers clear buried belongings, repair damaged homes, salvage property, catch up on harvesting and planting, clear roads, and dredge irrigation channels. In particular, full use was made of the advantage that most of Sichuan’s militia and reserve personnel came from rural backgrounds, helping villagers with the wheat harvest and rice-seedling transplanting. According to statistics, earthquake-relief officers and men together helped harvest crops covering more than 6,000 mu. The relief forces also carried out educational outreach at appropriate times, guiding the population in mutual self-rescue and assistance, and assisting local governments in maintaining social stability, preserving good social order in the disaster area.





III. Commentary

The PLA and armed-police officers and men, and militia and reserve personnel, resolutely carried out the orders of the Party Central Committee, the Central Military Commission, and Chairman Hu, rushing to the front line of earthquake relief at the fastest possible speed, fighting tenaciously and racing against time, throwing themselves into this intense and fierce earthquake-relief struggle. This was the largest-scale practical test our army has undergone in recent years in carrying out diversified military tasks. The successful completion of this earthquake-relief mission proves that our army’s capacity to carry out diversified military tasks has greatly improved, that our level of organizing and implementing non-war military operations has greatly improved, and further proves that our army’s combat capability has greatly improved. The experience gained from this rescue operation is extremely valuable, offering a rare and hard-won example of learning tested through practice. This shining example carries major practical significance and profound historical significance for our army’s comprehensive deepening of preparation for military struggle.


(1) The wise decisions of the Party Central Committee, the Central Military Commission, and Chairman Hu were the fundamental guarantee for achieving victory in earthquake relief

The Party Central Committee and the State Council attached great importance to earthquake-relief work. The decisions and instructions of the Party Central Committee, the Central Military Commission, and Chairman Hu were the fundamental guarantee for achieving comprehensive victory in the earthquake-relief struggle, and the fundamental guide for directing the military’s earthquake-relief operations. First, they responded calmly and directed with assurance. In the first moments after the earthquake occurred, General Secretary of the CPC Central Committee, State President, and Chairman of the Central Military Commission Hu Jintao immediately issued the important instruction to “rescue the injured as quickly as possible, and ensure the safety of the lives of the people in the disaster area,” demanding that relevant units throw themselves fully into the rescue effort while also carefully assessing their own state and conditions, and properly carrying out self-rescue and protective measures. He repeatedly chaired meetings of the Politburo Standing Committee and the Politburo, comprehensively deploying earthquake-relief work, calling on the whole Party, the whole military, and the people of all ethnic groups across the country to unite as one, work together with a single will, advance despite difficulty, and refuse to give up despite a hundred setbacks, carrying forward the spirit of self-reliance and arduous struggle, with all sides supporting the areas in difficulty, to jointly achieve victory in the earthquake-relief struggle. The State Council swiftly established an earthquake-relief headquarters; within just over four hours of the earthquake, Premier Wen Jiabao had already arrived in the disaster area. Premier Wen chaired more than 20 meetings of the relief headquarters, studying questions related to post-earthquake rescue in Wenchuan, prevention of secondary earthquake disasters, and recovery and reconstruction, and making a series of specific deployments for disaster relief. Every region and every department conscientiously implemented the instructions and requirements of the Party Central Committee and the State Council, rapidly adopting forceful measures, and throwing themselves fully into earthquake-relief efforts. Second, they exercised scientific judgment and made correct decisions. Earthquake relief was a special kind of battle. At every important stage and every critical moment, the Party Central Committee, the Central Military Commission, and Chairman Hu made meticulous arrangements, and, in particular, made timely decisions on major, urgent questions affecting the overall situation. From the very outset of the earthquake-relief effort, Chairman Hu demanded that rescuing the people’s lives be treated as the most urgent task and the top priority; at critical moments when the earthquake-relief effort brooked no delay, he further demanded that every effort continue to race against time to search for and rescue trapped people, provide full medical treatment for the injured, and find every way possible to arrange for the daily life of the disaster-affected population, and specifically emphasized that rescuing the lives of the people embodied a people-centered approach, and that caring for and cherishing the officers and men likewise embodied a people-centered approach. Third, they personally went to the front line to direct operations up close. Wherever the disaster was most severe, and wherever the people faced the greatest difficulty, central leading comrades went there in person. Party and state leaders, disregarding the danger of aftershocks, personally went to the front line to direct operations, working together with the people to overcome every difficulty. On May 16, Hu Jintao rushed to the earthquake-disaster area in Sichuan to inspect the situation, and directed the earthquake-relief struggle, demanding an even more tenacious spirit, even swifter action, and even closer coordination, to resolutely overcome every difficulty and danger and win this tough battle of earthquake relief. On the 19th, Chairman Hu gave an important written instruction on a report concerning the military’s relevant circumstances: “While completing their existing tasks, units bearing responsibility across the entire military must draw together forces to form small teams, going deep into the villages within their zones of responsibility, to rescue trapped people, treat the injured, and help the population resolve their difficulties. We must race against time — there is not a moment to lose.” On the day of the earthquake, Premier Wen Jiabao boarded a special plane and rushed to Sichuan that very afternoon. After the plane took off, Premier Wen immediately chaired an emergency meeting to deploy the work, demanding that party and government committees at every level place protecting the safety of the people’s lives and property in the first position, and do everything possible to treat trapped and injured people. On May 22, June 5, and August 31, Premier Wen once again traveled to the disaster area; other central leaders, as well as Vice Chairmen of the Central Military Commission Guo Boxiong and Xu Caihou, also appeared at the front line of earthquake relief. Japan’s Yomiuri Shimbun commented: the appearance of Chinese leaders before the disaster victims fully took into account the public’s hope of emerging as soon as possible from the tragedy of the earthquake, and undoubtedly had a stabilizing effect on public sentiment. Britain’s Daily Telegraph noted that the efficiency with which Chinese leaders responded to the severe earthquake disaster in Sichuan left a deep impression. Central leading comrades repeatedly went deep to the front line of earthquake relief, braving risks and the scorching sun, inspecting the disaster situation, comforting the people, and guiding the relief work, setting an example for leading cadres at every level, greatly inspiring the fighting spirit of the disaster-area military and civilians, and strengthening their conviction of certain victory. The decisions and deployments of the Party Central Committee and Chairman Hu were correct decisions made on the basis of a deep analysis and scientific judgment of the situation and tasks of earthquake relief, fully embodying the eager hopes and fundamental interests of the disaster-affected people, fully reflecting the outstanding leadership talent of the Party Central Committee and Chairman Hu in navigating a complex situation, and reflecting our Party’s lofty ideal of putting people first and governing for the people.



(2) Rapid response, efficient command, swift action, and close coordination were the key to achieving victory in earthquake relief

Facing this extraordinary earthquake disaster, the PLA and armed-police forces responded rapidly, rushing to the disaster area and launching rescue operations in the first possible instant. The earthquake occurred at 2:28 PM on May 12; at 2:40 PM, upon receiving notification from the China Earthquake Administration, the General Staff Department immediately verified the disaster situation with the Chengdu Military Region, issued a preliminary alert order to the national earthquake-disaster emergency-rescue force, and notified the Air Force to prepare aircraft and to prepare relevant information on the Sichuan region. Just 13 minutes after the earthquake, the military’s emergency-response mechanism was fully activated. In less than 20 minutes, the Chengdu Military Region had established a joint earthquake-relief command headquarters. At 4:35 PM, two reconnaissance helicopters took off despite heavy rain. Within less than 12 hours of the earthquake occurring, 18 helicopters had already been deployed, flying 28 sorties, airdropping 12.5 tons of food and other supplies to the earthquake-disaster areas of Mianyang and Mianzhu, Sichuan, with more than 12,000 officers and men entering the disaster area to launch rescue operations, setting a new record for the highest single-day airlift of troops in the history of Chinese aviation and in the history of our army. On the 14th, 15 airborne reconnaissance troops, braving mortal danger, parachuted into Mao County at an altitude of 4,999 meters, searching for information on the earthquake. Within three days, the Central Military Commission twice carried out large-scale troop reinforcement, using different methods including aerial transport, rail transport, urgent airborne deployment, motorized movement, and forced marches on foot, rapidly transporting more than 100,000 troops to the earthquake-disaster area. Professional national rescue forces attached to a group army of the Beijing Military Region departed from Beijing just two hours after the earthquake, and rushed to Dujiangyan, Mianzhu, Wenchuan, and other cities and counties to rescue personnel. A certain unit of a group army stationed in Chongqing set out that very night, force-marching for five hours, and arrived first at the severely affected Beichuan County at 1:00 AM on the 13th. A naval-marine brigade unit, comprising 2,750 personnel, moved day and night, covering 1,860 kilometers in 43 hours, and promptly entered severely affected areas to carry out rescue work. The speed of our military’s mobility and the efficiency of its task transitions received widespread praise from international society. A May 18 report by Bloomberg stated that, in this earthquake disaster, the Chinese military’s response was swift.

In this earthquake-relief effort, the entire military and armed police together deployed more than 146,000 troops for earthquake relief, involving major units including the Chengdu, Jinan, Lanzhou, Beijing, Nanjing, and Guangzhou Military Regions, the Navy, the Air Force, the Second Artillery, and the Armed Police, comprising more than 20 different service, arm, and specialty categories, including earthquake rescue, chemical defense, engineering, medical epidemic-prevention, reconnaissance, and communications. In addition, there were also local, foreign, and cross-border rescue personnel; the units drawn together were numerous, the departments involved many, the coordination tasks heavy, and the difficulty of command great. Under the unified leadership of the Party Central Committee and the State Council, a military earthquake-relief command group was established, creating a multi-level joint command system; the Central Military Commission quickly authorized the Chengdu Military Region to unify command of all rescue forces at the front, while simultaneously establishing a four-tier command structure. Within this four-tier command system, the first tier was the military’s earthquake-relief command group, unifying the organization and command of the troops’ earthquake-relief work under the leadership of Chief of the General Staff Chen Bingde. The second tier was the joint earthquake-relief command headquarters, authorized by the Central Military Commission and organized by the Chengdu Military Region, with participation from relevant military regions and personnel in charge of the Navy, Air Force, Second Artillery, and Armed Police. The third tier was the zone-of-responsibility command organs, dividing the area into five zones of responsibility. The fourth tier was the task-force command organs. Commanders at every level of the troops also took part in the corresponding command organs of the State Council and local governments, serving as deputy commanders. This model of joint command ensured that the large-scale rescue operation could be carried out swiftly, efficiently, and in an orderly manner. It clarified the zones of responsibility for rescue work, and enabled close coordination between different services and arms, between different units, and between the military and local authorities, forming an integrated earthquake-relief force.

After the earthquake, the military rapidly activated its emergency-response contingency plan; the General Staff Department issued urgent instructions on carrying out earthquake-relief work, and, while organizing forces stationed in the disaster area to throw themselves fully into earthquake relief, urgently mobilized forces nationwide to reinforce the disaster area. The General Political Department activated its emergency-response mechanism to carry out its work, dispatching capable working groups to the front line to understand the situation, and issuing political-work directives for earthquake-relief work, demanding that all units vigorously carry forward our army’s fine tradition of heeding the Party’s command, serving the people, and fighting bravely and skillfully, and playing the role of shock troops in earthquake relief. The General Logistics Department swiftly mobilized large quantities of relief supplies, including tents, food, and medicine. The General Armament Department equipped the relief forces with various kinds of disaster-relief equipment, continuously transporting it to the disaster area.



(3) Vigorously carrying forward our army’s fine traditions was a powerful driving force for achieving victory in earthquake relief

The relief forces vigorously carried out political work in the course of earthquake relief, fully bringing into play our army’s distinctive advantage in political work, and threading strong, effective political work throughout the entire earthquake-relief effort; every unit displayed a high degree of political responsibility and overall awareness. Party member leading cadres fully played their exemplary role, leading by example, stepping forward in the face of difficulty, and taking on heavy burdens without hesitation. At 8:15 PM on the 13th, Xu Yong, commander of a certain group army of the Chengdu Military Region, personally led an advance party of 30 personnel, braving aftershocks, landslides, and heavy rain, pushing into Yingxiu town, Wenchuan. Wang Yi, deputy chief of staff of a certain unit of the Armed Police, leading a unit of troops, crossed mountains and ridges, force-marching for 21 hours to rush to Wenchuan, becoming the first to establish contact between epicenter Wenchuan and the outside world, displaying a high degree of overall awareness; Chairman Hu praised him, saying: “Not only did he rush urgently to where the people needed him, he also rushed urgently to where the central leadership needed him.” With a strong sense of political responsibility, officers and men consciously placed themselves within the overall picture of the Party’s and the nation’s work, treating the completion of diversified military tasks as the military’s sacred mission and lofty duty, valuing the people’s interests above all else, stepping forward, giving their all, and pushing ahead at critical moments, making contributions to safeguarding national security and development interests and protecting the safety of the people’s lives and property. After more than 1,600 officers and men of a certain group army entered a village and saw that large quantities of villagers’ grain had been buried, creating severe difficulty in obtaining food, they resolutely decided to share their carried dry rations with the disaster-affected population, enduring hunger themselves, and fought continuously for more than 20 days, relocating 60,000 disaster victims. Singapore’s Lianhe Zaobao commented: the heroic conduct of tens of thousands of Chinese officers and men, and the selfless actions of countless citizens spontaneously taking part in disaster relief and donation, were deeply moving.

The participating units vigorously strengthened ideological and political education, consistently arming officers and men with the theoretical system of socialism with Chinese characteristics, guiding officers and men to vigorously carry forward our army’s fine traditions. The units taking part in this earthquake-relief effort mostly carried glorious traditions and historic honors, such as the “Red Army Division,” the “Wumeng Iron Regiment,” the “Land Fierce Tiger,” the “Sea Dragon,” and the “Loyal Guard,” along with spirits such as the “Dadu River Spirit,” the “Iron Army Spirit,” the “Shanganling Spirit,” the “Two-No-Fears Spirit,” and the “Flood-Fighting Spirit.” Facing this rarely seen earthquake disaster and this arduous rescue task, all officers and soldiers treated the disaster as an order, treated the people as their parents, treated the disaster area as their battlefield, advancing wherever the Party pointed, appearing wherever the people needed them most, and fighting wherever the task was hardest and most dangerous, writing, with loyal hearts and selfless dedication, a new chapter of the times for the glorious tradition of heeding the Party’s command, serving the people, and fighting bravely and skillfully. The broad ranks of officers and men vigorously carried forward the troops’ glorious traditions and revolutionary spirit, raising high the banner of honor, shouting out revolutionary slogans, and rising as worthy successors to our army’s heroic legacy, competing to be vanguard forces in disaster relief.

Firmly establishing the mindset of continuous combat, arduous combat, and sustained combat. The relief officers and men carried forward our army’s revolutionary spirit of bravely overcoming every difficulty and defeating every enemy, their thinking unwavering and their fighting spirit undiminished, their drive undiminished; they consciously overcame the physical exhaustion and mental fatigue brought by high-intensity, fast-paced disaster relief, completing their earthquake-relief tasks to a high standard. They vigorously carried forward the spirit of daring to fight tough battles and skillfully fighting hard battles, overcoming unfavorable factors such as scorching heat, crude food and lodging conditions, and heavy and dangerous relief tasks; no matter how harsh the environment or what difficulties they encountered, they resolutely completed every task; they consistently placed the interests of the people first, correctly handling and dealing with their own actual problems and difficulties, and regardless of how long the relief effort lasted or how many personal difficulties they faced, they always maintained their enthusiasm for work, never lowered their work standards, and never let their work style grow slack. In response to this, domestic and international public opinion widely gave high praise, considering the People’s Liberation Army to be “a composite force possessing combat capability, work capability, and production capability.”



(4) Timely and highly efficient comprehensive support was the solid foundation for achieving victory in earthquake relief

Earthquake-relief logistical support was characterized by tight time constraints, enormous quantities, diverse categories, broad geographic scope, and a long front line. In this earthquake-relief struggle, our army’s logistics system, through diversified support models including accompanying support, dynamic support, and precision support, extended the logistical support line continuously to the very forefront of the earthquake-relief effort, meeting the support needs of the rescue officers and men under complex conditions. As soon as the earthquake occurred, the General Logistics Department rapidly activated its emergency command mechanism, and issued mobilization instructions to the logistics forces of the entire military, establishing the logistical support principles of “handling urgent matters urgently, handling special matters specially, throwing in every effort, and being highly efficient and swift,” while simultaneously dispatching an earthquake-relief front-line coordination group to the disaster area, providing forward direction for on-site overall planning and coordination of logistical support. The three services were treated as one, with no distinction between army, navy, and air force, and no distinction between “us” and “them,” the three services coordinating together, jointly transporting and jointly supplying, with joint medical services. The military and civilians were treated as one; command organs at every level established a series of military-civilian collaborative support mechanisms with relevant departments, ensuring the timely arrival of fuel, grain, and non-staple food supplies for the relief forces. The front and the rear were treated as one; front- and rear-area joint logistics departments established a timely, highly efficient joint support command system; departments at every level, including finance, military supplies and fuel, health, and military transportation, successively formulated and issued multiple contingency-support plans covering funding support, materiel procurement, medical treatment, and transport support, effectively mobilizing support resources and support forces to sustain disaster-area rescue support work. After the earthquake occurred, the General Logistics Department activated its emergency support contingency plan, rapidly transporting strategic reserve supplies worth 136 million yuan to the Chengdu theater, distributing field food rations, disaster-relief medical supplies, and more than 70,000 sets (pieces) of military tents, providing forceful support for the rescue forces. The joint command headquarters organized more than a thousand officers and men from units including the Chengdu Military Region’s two joint logistics sub-departments and the Sichuan-Tibet military units to set up five field emergency support stations in Dujiangyan, Shifang, Mianyang, Qingchuan, and other disaster areas, ensuring timely nearby supply. In late May, during the phase of the rescue effort entering villages and households, the joint command headquarters urgently mobilized dozens of field cooking vehicles, capable of a daily supply capacity of more than 4,000 meal portions, to head out to townships and villages, providing accompanying meal support to each rescue detachment. In order to meet the greatest support needs with the minimum of support resources, the joint logistics support departments made every effort to achieve precision support. For example, a single military water-supply station could produce 4 tons of purified water and 5 tons of domestic-use water per hour, and, calculated at a daily need per person of 3 liters of purified water and 30 liters of domestic-use water, could support the drinking-water needs of 20,000 officers and men and the domestic-water needs of 4,000 officers and men. Based on this, the logistical support departments scientifically coordinated and deployed 12 water-supply stations across the major rescue areas, ensuring concentrated and ample supply of water for rescue use. Over more than three months, the joint logistics department together set up 192 disaster-relief food and beverage supply stations and 43 field water-supply stations, providing more than 2.47 million person-portions of hot food and drinking water free of charge to the disaster-affected population over 130 days. As the saying goes, “as circumstances change, so too must our preparations.” The reason this logistical support work for Wenchuan earthquake relief was able to achieve such results is the outcome of the entire military’s logistics system, in recent years, conscientiously implementing Chairman Hu’s series of important instructions such as “the goal of establishing an integrated three-service support system must not waver,” exploring the distinctive patterns of comprehensive support for military operations, and raising its joint-support capability. Practical experience also tells us that there remain some gaps to be filled in the reform of our army’s joint logistics support, and that deepening joint-logistics reform remains a heavy and long-term task. For instance, we must further refine the contingency-plan system for non-war military logistical operations, clearly sorting out task requirements, carefully researching capability indicators, and thoroughly planning support strategies; we must further solidify the material foundation for non-war military logistics operations, implementing combat-readiness reserves in accordance with standards, strengthening pre-positioned regional reserves, and simplifying activation procedures based on circumstances; and we must further improve the coordination mechanism for non-war military logistics operations, establishing early-warning information-notification mechanisms, support-resource sharing mechanisms, and emergency command coordination mechanisms.

Highly efficient, mobile, and precise equipment support is an important pillar for enabling the military to carry out diversified military tasks. In this earthquake-relief effort, our army deployed various types of equipment covering battlefield sensing, information transmission, search-and-rescue, and medical assistance, among other areas. Satellite systems such as “Fengyun,” “Ziyuan,” and “Beidou” continuously provided important information; large numbers of advanced excavators, loaders, hundred-ton hydraulic presses, and life-detection instruments played an enormous role in searching for and rescuing trapped people; and, under conditions where ground transportation had become paralyzed, helicopters and large transport aircraft became important tools for transferring the injured and disaster victims and transporting relief forces. The communication-command support vehicles equipped to a Second Artillery unit’s Shanghai garrison district were able to achieve comprehensive transmission of voice, data, fax, and dynamic imagery, effectively enhancing communication and command-support capability in earthquake relief. A Beijing Military Region hospital, responsible for the entire military’s emergency logistical-support tasks, could assemble a standardized field mobile hospital from 41 vehicles, providing more than 200 hospital beds while also simultaneously carrying out surgery on four sterile operating platforms. A Nanjing Military Region medical team possessed relatively good field treatment equipment, enabling it to begin performing surgery immediately upon entering the disaster area. But practical experience also shows that our army’s equipment and methods for carrying out non-war military operations remain relatively limited, with problems such as inadequate performance and insufficient quantity. For instance, the number of helicopters is insufficient, their functions are singular (lacking heavy-lift capability), and their performance is outdated; large-scale engineering machinery is lacking; existing communication methods cannot meet the emergency command needs of responding to major natural disasters; and so on. Dedicated funding should be invested in procurement, and research-and-development efforts should be increased, with equipment allocated to units likely to bear relevant tasks according to task-zone divisions.



(5) Thoroughly preparing for non-war military operations is an important precondition for achieving victory in earthquake relief

The comprehensiveness, suddenness, variability, and urgent-response requirements of non-traditional security threats, along with the ripple effects of how a situation may develop, urgently require that possessing diversified military capabilities be treated as the capability foundation and specific standard for our army to fulfill its new historic mission. The “American Soldier’s Non-War Military Operations Manual” makes clear that American forces must be capable of carrying out non-war military operations training, including disaster relief. In order to comprehensively improve the military’s disaster-rescue capability, the American military has added content such as “disaster early-warning and monitoring capability training,” “disaster-rescue capability training,” and “disaster-area reconstruction and management training” to its basic training curriculum. Judging from this military rescue operation, improving our army’s capability for non-war military operations requires focused attention on the following several questions. First, we must formulate thorough contingency plans for non-war military operations. In response to the actual non-war security threats our nation faces, we must strengthen intelligence early-warning research, drawing on the experience and lessons of extensive domestic and international non-war military operations, and, on the basis of exploring patterns and characteristics, proceeding from the most difficult and most complex scenarios, rationally distinguish tasks and properly formulate contingency plans and programs for non-war military operations of different directions, different regions, different scales, and different types, ensuring that, should an incident occur, we respond without panic, with swift response and highly efficient operation. This is the foundation for ensuring that troops can be rapidly deployed and rapidly mobilized. Second, we must strengthen education and training in non-war military operations capability. In military training, we should add research and training on safeguarding maritime rights and interests, and enrich training content covering counter-terrorism operations, handling border, coastal, and air-defense situations, responding to disaster situations and major incidents, and participating in international peacekeeping operations, among other areas. We should place emphasis on conducting exercises in accordance with contingency plans, and identify problems through training, making contingency plans more targeted and effective, and raising the troops’ capability to carry out tasks in accordance with their plans. Third, we must accelerate the building of correspondingly specialized units. In response to weak links, we should promote multi-functional development, appropriately adjusting the division of tasks among units at the appropriate time, establishing combat-capability-building standards for different stages, different levels, and different categories of units, and constructing a force structure of “one organizational structure serving multiple tasks, one task served by multiple forces, and one force serving multiple purposes.” We should appropriately increase the proportion of engineering, chemical-defense, army-aviation, and health and epidemic-prevention specialties, strengthening the building of specialized teams and talent in areas such as strategic delivery, intelligence early-warning, communication support, emergency rescue, comprehensive support, and major-disaster assessment and judgment, raising the level of specialization for completing diversified military tasks, and providing personnel and intellectual support for the troops to carry out diversified military tasks. Fourth, we must improve the operating mechanism for non-war military operations. We should optimize the military-local coordination mechanism, improve the national-defense mobilization system, and establish highly efficient, smooth coordination norms in areas such as information communication, intelligence exchange, command procedures, force allocation, and support models; we should build a joint command system, establishing the concept of “great unity,” focusing on resolving difficult problems related to command organs, command relationships, and command coordination.
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